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        The Hundred Reigns [Timeloop LitRPG]

    
    
    
    
                

A hundred tries to get it right. No more, no less.

For twenty years, Balzam Magnos terrorized the world as its third Overlord: conquering kingdoms, slaughtering heroes, and crushing rebels under his iron boot. None could stand up to him. 

But then he died, and Simon is now stuck with his Class. 

Owning the most powerful Class in the world has its downsides. The paladins? They want his head. His overpowered siblings? They want his throne. His empress stepmother? She wants both. And his predecessor’s assassin is still out there.

But the Overlord Class has a secret: its user can turn back time to their coronation up to a hundred times, reliving their reigns until death. 

Simon has a hundred reigns to grow strong enough to fulfill his dreams. Not one more, not one less.

Better make each one count.



What to expect:

- 100 loops, each wildly different — from crafting and dungeon crawling to intrigue and empire-building. 

- 5 chapters a week from Monday to Friday.

- Hard-won power growth. 

- Epic battles, wicked plans, and world-shattering family feuds. 

- Dragons, demon magic, and punching arrogant princes in the face.





            

    
        Chapter 1: The Fourth Overlord (1)

    
    
    
    
  It was three in the morning when Simon learned that his royal father had been murdered, to everyone's relief.

Simon had been dreaming of it for a very, very long time now. Most of the time, he saw his father pass away in his sleep with a beer mug in hand. Sometimes, it involved poison, and at others, a fall from a tower. Often, it was Simon himself who pushed his father down, though he could never remember why. He must have dreamed of the Overlord's death a hundred times now, in a hundred different ways.

Yet this particular dream ended with a message; a notification flaring in the darkness of unconsciousness, written in blood on a dark canvas on which glowed the number 100.


You have unlocked a Class. 

This is the first of your hundred reigns. 



What the…

The dream ended there, with the feeling of a strong grip jolting him awake.

Simon had been sleeping soundly when his older half-sister, Lauriane, woke him up by shaking him so hard he fell off onto the pile of books he always kept near his bed. Her crimson eyes seemed to gleam in the dark, and an armored knight shadowed her.

“Put on your pants and come with me,” she ordered with a tone that brooked no disobedience. Although she had come dressed in her purple and golden military uniform, her usual blonde bun was hastily made and unkempt. She must have woken up recently. “We don’t have much time.”

“What’s going on?” Simon remembered asking while still half-asleep. Something hovered at the edge of his vision, a blurry stain in his eye. Was it dust?

“This is an emergency,” his half-sister said, and Simon knew the truth the moment he saw the grave look on her fair face. There was only one kind of disaster that would shake Lauriane the Spellblade and warrant a royal bastard’s presence. “The thing you’ve been having nightmares about has happened.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “Is Father–”

“Yes.”

Well fuck.

This had to happen now of all times, right before he was to attend the Imperial Military Academy too, when he could finally leave this vipers’ den of a palace with his head still on his shoulders. His dreams of becoming an adventurer and retiring into peaceful obscurity had just gone down the drain.

Simon barely had time to put on a shirt and pants before Lauriane’s knight all but dragged him outside his room. The night staff watched the imperial children walk with fish-pale faces and dropped their eyes. It seemed the news had already begun to spread.

“How long until the civil war starts?” Simon asked gloomily. “I would bet on this afternoon.”

“This is no joking matter,” Lauriane chided him as they passed through the Trophy Gallery on their way to the imperial apartments. Long lines of statues—enemies of the state, which their father kept petrified to set an example to all visitors—gazed at them from atop red marble pedestals, their faces frozen in horror. “We will need to act quickly, for whichever heir the Crimson Throne selects.”

Simon nodded carefully. Part of him had prepared in anticipation for this day. Everyone assumed he would side with Louis and Lauriane’s faction, largely because the other potential heir, Thalas, was a dick who wanted him dead. If Louis was selected as the new emperor, then Simon would swear allegiance to him and help secure the transition of power.

If it was Thalas… well, he would either have to grab a sword to dearly defend his life or flee the palace within the hour.

They walked through near-empty corridors adorned with portraits of the castle’s previous rulers on their way to the emperor’s apartments. Simon had never seen them from within—that honor was usually reserved for his father’s mistresses—and they were already too crowded for him to enjoy the decorations.

Everyone important was already there: Crown Prince Louis, High Confessor Mastemo of the Church of Light, that witch of an empress Euphemia, her asshole son Thalas himself, head physician Agnes Firewand, all the ministers, and most of the imperial generals. They were so densely packed around the emperor’s bed that Simon barely managed to catch a glimpse of it.

He expected to see his father resting peacefully, having passed away in his sleep after one last drunken night of revelry.

Instead, he found the Third Overlord drenched in his own blood.

Emperor Balzam was an impressive figure, even in death. He had been a titan of a man with sprawling muscles bearing the scars of dragon claws, but now his chest sported a slashing gash stretching from his shoulder to navel, and his barbarian white hair had turned crimson from the blood and viscera staining it.

Moreover, there was another naked corpse in the bed; that of a pretty human woman whose throat had been slit. Simon immediately recognized her as one of his father’s concubines. Her state left no doubt about what happened.

Emperor Balzam had been assassinated.

That shook Simon to his core. He knew it was inevitable that the old geezer would die one day—he had been getting on in his years in spite of life-extending magic—but to be murdered? Him? The great conqueror who had stepped over the Dragonlord’s corpse to seize the Crimson Throne and nearly doubled the Empire’s size in less than two decades?

“What an abomination…” High Confessor Mastemo complained from behind his faceless, mirror mask. “What barbarian could have done something so awful?”

“Who even had the power to kill His Majesty?” someone asked in the crowd, echoing Simon’s own concerns. “His Majesty was the highest-level person in the land with the strongest Class! I’ve seen blades shatter against his naked skin!”

“The one that slew him had abnormal magical properties,” said Agnes Firewand. The elven slave-healer’s hand glowed with light as they passed over the fallen emperor’s injuries. “I am not certain I can track down its source.”

“This is a disaster!” shouted some imperial general in plate armor. “The beastmen are barking at our doors, the rebels plot their return beyond the Dragonsea, and monster attacks are on the rise! His Majesty’s demise leaves us vulnerable, and now we have a kingslayer on the loose?!”

“The poor girl,” Simon muttered as he glanced at his father’s late mistress. Her final expression had been one of utter terror. She only had the bad luck of being in the emperor’s bed at the wrong time, and nobody else even paid her any attention.

It astonished Simon how little he cared for his father’s death in comparison. He had never been especially close to the emperor and only interacted with him twice; the first time when his knights took him from his crying mother to bring him to the palace, and when he prevented the empress from executing him after he punched her son Thalas during an exercise. Emperor Balzam preferred the company of his mistresses and ministers to that of his family, even his own wife and children.

In fact, only Lauriane and a handful of ministers appeared to mourn him in the crowd. The empress’ golden eyes assessed her husband’s corpse with cold calculation, and the imperial princes and princesses were already exchanging glares.

It was only a matter of time before the knives came out of their sheaths.

Simon had no intention of being caught in the crossfire. He had only survived this den of vipers for so long by keeping his head down and sticking to the library. He had strived to stay as invisible as possible, short of casting the actual spell. Now that he had reached twenty years old, he had been set to study at the Imperial Military Academy, earn himself a Class, and then hopefully start a career as an adventurer. This would have let him avoid all the drama, the back alley assassinations, and having to double-check each of his drinks for signs of poison.

But he would have to survive until then, so the first thing he did was count the number of guards in the room and their loyalty. The empress had come with her personal guard, and Louis with his own, but His Eminence Mastemo’s four templars would likely side with the former. Father’s generals could swing either way, and Firewand couldn’t use offensive magic without triggering her slave crest. And of course, all the important people present wielded powerful Classes of their own.

All in all, the sides in attendance were relatively evenly-matched, and whoever could sway the generals first by accusing the other side of murdering the emperor would likely gain the advantage.

Seeing this, Crown Prince Louis—a tall and regal, red-haired man with sharp grey eyes who was the spitting image of his father at a younger age—opened hostilities with a barb. “You wouldn’t happen to know how the assassin sneaked into father’s chambers undetected, stepmother?”

The empress, great Saintess of the Church of Light, glared at the blatant accusation. “Your father and I have slept apart for years now, boy.”

“Louis,” Lauriane whispered into her brother’s ear. She was always the more careful of the two. “Now is not the time to–”

“It is no wonder why,” the crown-prince replied mockingly, ignoring his sister’s plea. “Father would have died of fright much earlier otherwise.”

“Your Grace!” one of the ministers protested as various factions began to reach for their swords. “Please calm down–”

Simon was about to bolt for the door before the bloodbath started when a puff of smoke erupted near the imperial bed, startling everyone.

The Keeper of the Throne had appeared.

The creature showed up in the form of a stretched, vaguely humanoid shape composed of paperwork, floating pages, and stitched leather. A glowing, purple crystal served as its singular eye.

The Keeper of the Throne was no mortal creature. It was a spirit bound to the Crimson Throne of Endymion, a neutral shade tasked with fulfilling the Emperor’s wishes and announcing his decrees. In practice, it mostly appeared to serve as a crier for new imperial decrees, to transfer the Overlord Class to its new holder, and to carry its master’s messages.

And what would you know, it carried a scroll in its inky fingers.

“I come to you bearing the late Emperor’s testament,” it said with a cold, genderless voice akin to whispering pages.

“A testament?!” Crown Prince Louis asked in surprise as whispers spread across the crowd. He immediately turned his gaze towards the empress. “What did you do, witch?!”

“Nothing.” The empress clenched her jaw in what appeared to be genuine shock. “I wasn’t informed.”

She wasn’t? Simon quickly glanced at the crowd and checked everyone’s expression. They all seemed confused and taken aback, from the highest-ranked general to the emperor’s own children.

“You knew?” Simon whispered to Lauriane.

“No, of course not.” Lauriane squinted at the Keeper. “Did Father go behind all of our backs?”

The Keeper ignored everyone and unfurled the scroll. All voices fell into a deep and heavy silence when they began to read the contents.

“This is the will and word of Overlord Balzam Magnos, Emperor of Endymion, Lord of the Demon Castle and the Crimson Throne, the Dragonslayer, Conqueror of the west and the east, High King of all that he sees, chosen of the Church of the Light; I do hereby bequeath my Class, throne, and titles to my chosen heir.”

Everyone held their breath. Although Father had shown no particular interest in any of his children while alive, Simon could only think of two options: either Crown Prince Louis, his eldest born from his first marriage, or the empress’ better son Thalas, in whom had the blood of both an emperor and a saintess. The prince and the empress’ parties had been the two main factions afoot in the palace for years, and only the emperor’s neutrality kept their ambitions in check.

I’ve got to leave now, Simon thought as he pushed a few people on his way to the door. Whoever received the Keeper’s blessing would inherit the powerful Overlord Class, but also find themselves locked in a room with the other faction’s leader. Even Lauriane kept her hand on her blade, ready to draw it to either defend her brother Louis or strike down Thalas. This will end in a fight. 

“The transfer has already been completed,” the Keeper concluded upon rolling up the paper. “A new Overlord walks among us.”

A tense silence followed, so thick Simon froze on the threshold.

Something’s wrong. The Keeper hadn’t named the heir in the testament, yet the various imperial factions stared at each other without a word. It would have been easy for Louis or Thalas to demonstrate their father’s favor. All they had to do was activate the Overlord Class and transform to assert their authority over them all.

Yet neither of them moved. They simply glared at each other with a mix of spite and confusion.

Neither of them have been chosen. That was… impossible. Simon simply couldn’t imagine why his Father wouldn’t name one of those two. Certainly, no one else could match their support, besides maybe Lauriane. Simon glanced at his half-sister to find her equally uneasy. Could Father have chosen Dassein then? But he’s on the other side of the Empire, right, and never cared for the crown, so why pick him?

Unless…

A shiver traveled down Simon’s spine as he focused on the strange spot at the edge of his vision. It hadn’t disappeared since he woke up, and now that he focused more on it, it sharpened into the icon of a crown.

He continued to focus on it until it expanded into a pale blue screen.

Simon had only seen a Class notification a handful of times in his life, when his half-siblings deigned to make their own visible. He had envied them and the power they represented, but as he read the first lines of his own, his heart sank in his chest.


You have unlocked the Overlord Class. 

Overlord: The great King of Terror sitting on the Crimson Throne, whose name all will fear and whose timeless reign shall never end. 

Strength S, Vitality B, Agility D, Perception C, Magic S, Intelligence C, Charisma A, Luck B. 

Innate Perk: Curse of the Hundred Reigns (passive): You are bound to the Crimson Throne for a hundred reigns, and shall gain a Title based on each one. 

Innate Perk: Indomitable Crown (Passive): You are immune to mind-affecting effects, and your mind cannot be read.

Innate Perk: Abyssal Retainer (Passive): You may command the Keeper of the Throne. 

Level 1 Perk: Warmonger 1 (passive): Can wield all weapons with medium proficiency (x1.5 damage). 



Their Father was indeed worthy of his title of Balzam the Cruel.

He had played one last joke on his empire on his way out, and nobody was laughing.

  

    
        Chapter 2: The Fourth Overlord (2)

    
    
    
    
  Simon had inherited a legacy of bastards.

The first to sit on the Crimson Throne was the archdemon Mardok Endymion the Bloodthirsty, who gave the empire his name and led it during the aptly named Century of Terror; a period which included such pleasant events as the Walling of the Screaming Saints, the Red Forest Massacre, and the Despoiling of Nabadia. He terrorized the eastern continent for a hundred years until his successor ate him alive.

The second Overlord was the dragon Gargauth the Greedy, who while nowhere near as terrible as his predecessor, still drove his own tribe to near-extinction over a monetary dispute and personally set an entire metropolis ablaze to burn out a single rebel—who, as it turned out, wasn’t even there. The dragonlord ruled for nearly three centuries until Balzam Magnos beheaded him in battle.

The third Overlord was Balzam Magnos the Cruel, the first human to hold the title; his relatively short but fruitful reign saw the subjugation of no less than five independent nations in a bit less than two decades and he suppressed all rebellions with ruthless efficiency. The empire had doubled in size during his tenure, and most expected him to complete his predecessors’ dream of conquering the world… if his children didn’t tear apart his dominion first.

In all cases, the Crimson Throne had awarded the Overlord Class to whoever murdered the previous holder; yet it seemed that Balzam had decided to break the tradition. The only reason Simon could think of why he had been awarded this power was that either Louis or Thalas murdered their father, and he wished to spite them both with his last breath.

Hence, Simon kept his mouth shut. He avoided his siblings’ gazes the same way he had done his best to stay beneath everyone’s notice for most of his life. His predecessor and father was literally drenched in his own blood; there was no way he wouldn’t end up the same with a level 1 Class, even one as powerful as the Overlord.

He had to get away now.

But then that asshole Thalas ruined everything. “Mother, the bastard is trying to run away.”

Simon cursed his rotten luck as he looked over his shoulder. Whereas Louis had inherited his father’s appearance, Thalas was the closest to him in demeanor and attitude. A sharp man with crimson hair flowing down his helmet and golden eyes that seemed to glitter in the dark, he always wore a cruel smirk across his fair face. The Crestone of the Berserker glowed on his cloak, ready to transform him into the cruel, bloodthirsty beast he had always been.

“Leaving so soon, halfblood?” he taunted Simon. “Awfully suspicious, don’t you think?”

“You’ll stay right where you are, Simon,” threatened the empress, her eyes gleaming with magic. “None of you shall leave this room until–”

“Your Grace, do not–” he heard a general shout, only for his sentence to end in a flash of fire.

Simon didn’t know who struck first, and didn’t care; all that mattered was that someone struck and everyone triggered their abilities in response. He barely had time to see Lauriane try to push him back as her body transformed into her Class form and the empress summoned a hammer into her hands before the entire room exploded in a massive detonation.

A wall of fire engulfed Simon, burning away his clothes and searing the skin off his flesh. Terrible pain beyond description seized him, wracking his body with agony. He would have screamed if the flames hadn’t melted off his throat off his spine, and his eyes soon boiled in their sockets.

When the darkness came swiftly, it was as a mercy.



He dreamed of the Crimson Throne.

It glared down on him from atop steps of thick black stone, its seat drowned in red cloth drenched in the blood of the Overlord’s enemies. The great, obsidian-horned demon skull worked into the backseat observed him with four ruby eyes gleaming with malice and hunger. Great wings expanded behind it as if to help it take flight before linking up at the top in the form of a clock with metal feathers for hours, while curled ribs and tusks served as armrests.

It judged him, Simon could tell. It judged him, and found him wanting.


This is the second of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Short-lived. 

The Short-lived: Your reign didn’t even last two hours. +5 Agility. 



The second reign? What did–

The dream ended like the previous one did, with Lauriane’s hand forcing him awake.

“Put on your pants and come with me,” she ordered, dressed as she had been a mere minute ago before the entire court began to tear itself apart. “We don’t have much time.”

Simon’s mind struggled to make sense of the situation. He recalled the explosion, the fire, the entire imperial court tearing itself apart like crazed beasts… and now he was somehow back in his bedroom, with his half-sister shaking him like a bag of potatoes.

“Are you unharmed?” he blurted out. His eyes had to be deceiving him, for he didn’t see any hint of burns or damage on her skin or clothes.

“Yes, yes, I am unharmed, don’t worry… but I can’t say the same for our father.” Lauriane took a deep breath. “The thing you’ve been having nightmares about has happened.”

Simon had the worst sense of déjà-vu. He blinked a few times, trying to make sense out of it all. Did he… did he dream of everything? No, no, that hadn’t been a dream. He had never felt anything so vivid as the pain of being burned to death, nor remembered such clarity. Moreover, his status screen icon was still active in the corner of his vision.

What was going on?

“Simon, there is no time,” his half-sister said, more sternly than before. “Dress up no–”

“Was he stabbed?” Simon inquired, trying to make sense of it all. “With his mistress? Gutted like a fish?”

Lauriane’s eyes widened in surprise. “Did you dream of it?”

“I… I think I had a vision of the future.” His throat felt sore all of a sudden. It was the only explanation that made sense. “I have no idea how, but I saw it.”

“Did you see the assassin too?” Lauriane asked with a hopeful tone, her hands grabbing his shoulders. “If you know, Simon, you need to tell me now. The situation has everyone on edge.”

“I… I didn’t see the murder itself.” Simon struggled to believe his father had been assassinated, even with the glaring proof that his Class had passed on to him in the corner of his eye. “We were in Father’s bedroom, all of us, and then someone struck and it all went to hell.”

“So you saw a vision of the future?” Lauriane inquired, more confused than anything. “Like with the Oracle Class?”

“Well…” Simon scoffed. “Either that, or I traveled back in ti–”

The word died in his throat.

Simon coughed as an immense pressure closed on his windpipe and began to crush his throat. He felt unbearably cold fingers press on his skin with inhuman strength, but when his own hands reached out to his neck on instinct, they found nothing.

Nothing but phantom pain, sharp and agonizing.

Simon fell onto the floor while the invisible force choking him squeezed the air out of his lungs. His vision blurred with flashes of the past and the present as the blood rushed to his head. The descriptions he had read in the library couldn’t even begin to describe the horror of strangulation.

“Simon?!” Lauriane gasped in fear when her eyes set on his throat. “By the Light, what the…”

He had no idea what she saw, but it was killing him. Simon could feel it in his bones. Lauriane called out the healers and the exorcists, but it was already too late. His life, his very consciousness, had already begun to fade away.

A single thought crossed Simon’s mind as the black void of unconsciousness began to encroach upon everything: that he didn’t want to die.

He had too much left to do. He never had a wife, never got to attend the academy or become an adventurer like he always wanted to, never got to travel and see the world, never got to live. He couldn’t die here and now, with no explanation nor answer. He wanted to live to eighty, ninety, a century.

He needed more time.

He didn’t want to die.

He couldn’t die here!

But the darkness didn’t care. It swallowed him all into an all-consuming void filled with a creeping cold, and then...

And then the end.



He dreamed of the Crimson Throne again.

It still looked down on him, but not with disappointment this time. Simon could have sworn he had caught a glitter of amusement in its four eyes. The damn chair was mocking him, laughing at him for returning so soon.


This is the third of your hundred reigns. You have earned the title of Simon the Blabbermouth. 

The Blabbermouth: You said too much and paid the price. You are immune to the Silence Ailment. 

Revealing the Crimson Throne’s secret in any way, shape, or form to an outsider will trigger a failsafe and end your reign prematurely. Only the Keeper may know for the glory of all future Overlords. 

Take the truth with you to your grave. You have been warned.



Simon awoke gasping for air.

He fell off his bed in his panic, his hands scratching his throat while he inhaled with all of his strength. His lungs expanded as they welcomed the fresh wind of life into themselves. Lauriane loomed over him with a hint of concern, her hand raised in his direction as if to shake him awake. “Simon?”

Simon was too busy inhaling and exhaling to answer. He panted for the Light knew how long, trying to calm down.

That… that was real. That was no vision, no dream. It happened. He could still feel the phantom sensation of fingers on his throat. He had said too much, and the Crimson Throne somehow killed him for it.

And it brought him back somehow.

“Whatever dream you had, I’m afraid there’s no time to discuss it,” she said. “Put on your pants and come with me.”

It was happening again.

Simon stared at his half-sister, who stared back with growing concern and confusion. She made no mention of watching him die before her eyes at the hands of an invisible force. She expressed no relief at his survival nor acknowledged it. It happened, but she didn’t remember it.

The curse said it would kill him if he betrayed the Crimson Throne’s greatest secret, but it didn’t touch him when he said he had a vision of the future. It only killed Simon when he joked about traveling back in time.

This cannot be time-travel, Simon told himself. Even the Chronomancer Class couldn’t take its user backwards in time, only forward. It was an inviolable rule of magic and occult physics alike. You can’t go back in time. 

Unless…

Simon’s mind worked into overdrive as a new and terrifying possibility formed in his mind. Father had been invincible for the last two decades. He had never lost a single war since he became Overlord, crushed all rebellions in the crib, deftly keeping the empire united and expanding through it all. His predecessors, too, had been near-impossible to put down. They had buried more would-be heroes and Class users than any other tyrants across history combined.

Were Overlords so successful at dealing with threats to their rule because they knew they were coming?

“Simon, this is an emergency, and I don’t have time to coddle you,” Lauriane said upon reaching the end of her patience. “The thing you’ve dreamed about–”

“I’m the Fourth Overlord.”

Simon uttered the sentence without warning or triumph. It was a simple statement, perhaps of resignation.

Telling the truth was a risk, but Lauriane was the only person he somewhat trusted in this castle. She was the wisest of Father’s children and had gone out of her way to befriend him, a lowly bastard, even arguing in his favor when Thalas tried to have him executed. Moreover, she had tried to save him twice. He could at least count on her not to murder him on the spot.

She stared at him for a very long time, her expression hardening. “Prove it.”

Simon rose to his feet, and took a deep breath. “Overlord.”

He wasn’t sure he needed to utter the Class’ name, or if he only had to think about it really hard, but it made no difference; his Class manifested in a burst of mana all the same. Purple miasma swirled around Simon with such strength that Lauriane’s knight was flung back at the bedroom’s wall, and his half-sister covered her face.

All Classes altered their user’s appearance when activated, with Knights gaining armor shaped from mana and Wizards putting on robes and a pointy hat. The Overlord’s outfit eclipsed them all. Plate armor of blackened, ethereal steel buried every inch of his skin, its breastplate shaped like a demonic ram’s skull, a foul magic coursing through the metal. A mantle of ethereal shadows fluttered from his shoulders, while a dark scepter of a mace had formed in his gauntleted palm. A helmet crowned with fangs covered his short blond hair, but though it had two narrow slits for his gray eyes, they only oozed miasma through which he could see like daylight.

And the power… the power coursed through him was intoxicating. He felt the fire in his veins, the magic in his bones, the furnace in his soul. Simon had heard most Class users could only keep their Class outfit on for a limited time until they ran out of mana, but he felt no such pressure with the Overlord. Quite the contrary, his armor felt too restrictive for the strength now building up within him, like a dam holding back the ocean.

He could do anything. He knew it. All his doubts and fears of assassination were stripped away by the overwhelming confidence permeating his body and mind.

His half-sister stared at him with awe and disbelief, the former of which she had never shown Simon during all these years. That, perhaps, was a more intoxicating sensation than the power itself.

But then her eyes squinted at him.

“Did you do it?” she asked, quite dangerously.

Her words snapped Simon back to reality and brutally cleared the cloud that had taken over his mind. Father had wielded this power to its apex, with more levels and abilities than Simon would ever know, and he had still perished. Someone killed and outplayed him so thoroughly that not even time-travel could save him.

Remember that you are mortal. Simon shook his head, forced himself to focus beyond the thrill of the power trip fueled by his Class and anchored himself. He cancelled the Class transformation with a thought and returned to human form before someone could sense his aura. Caution. Caution first. 

“No, I did not,” he insisted to Lauriane. “I didn’t think Father could die.”

“I thought the same, but Father’s corpse would beg otherwise,” Lauriane countered, her voice heavy with suspicion. “How did you inherit his Class if you didn’t kill him yourself?”

She was that short of calling him a father-killer and kinslayer. Her accusation made sense, since all Overlords had claimed the Class by killing their predecessor. Simon was the first exception as far as he knew.

“Father put it in his testament.” Simon raised his hand at an empty spot. How did Father do it again? “Keeper, I summon you.”

The Keeper of the Throne materialized in a puff of smoke to answer its master’s call.

“Yes, Your Dark Majesty?” it asked without any emotion whatsoever, the imperial testament folded in its hands.

The Perk’s description was right; it actually does obey my orders… “Show my half-sister our father’s testament,” Simon commanded the shade, who handed over the document to Lauriane. “See?”

“You could have asked the Keeper to falsify this, but…” Lauriane frowned as she read it, and then glared at her knight bodyguard, who had since picked himself up from the floor after being flung at the wall from his earlier transformation. “None of what you hear or see now shall leave this room.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Who killed Father?” Lauriane immediately asked the Keeper. “Thalas? Louis? Whom?”

The Keeper remained quiet as a tomb, which caused Simon to sigh. “Answer all of her questions, Keeper.”

“I do not know who slew the previous emperor nor in which circumstances, but I can confirm his death happened at one hour and a half in the morning,” the Keeper replied. “The Class transfer was completed at this time.”

“Why did he choose him then?” Lauriane asked, waving her hand at Simon. “He’s the last person who would want the throne!”

“I do not know,” the Keeper replied. “I exist to serve, not to question.”

Of course it wouldn’t be so easy. Simon wondered if the assassin knew about this. They would have at least found a way to cover their tracks.

“Did Father say something then?” Simon inquired. Although he would shed no tears for his old man, he was in no hurry to suffer the same fate. “Did he tell you anything? A secret instruction only meant for my ears?”

“Yes,” the Keeper replied.

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “Which one?”

“Kill them all.”

A tense silence fell upon the room, which Simon shattered with a question he already knew the answer to. “Whom?”

“Your siblings. Kill them all. The well-born ones and the bastards both. Kill them all.” The worst part was that the Keeper mimicked Father’s voice as it uttered these words, probably because it registered them straight from the Overlord’s mouth. “Those were the late emperor’s last request to his successor.”

Lauriane paled, her fingers trembling and clenching into fists. She glared at the Keeper for a while and then turned to face the bedroom window without a word.

“I’m not going to kill you, Lauriane,” Simon stated the obvious. Then again, he doubted he could. She was at least level 60 from what he had heard, and a wise Class user never revealed their true strength to anyone.

“I know, I… I thought that Father…” Lauriane clenched her jaw. She had always been among the most loyal of Father’s children, so the betrayal cut deep. She was barely managing to contain her anger. “That he cared.”

He was called the Cruel, what did you expect? Simon kept that thought to himself. “I’m sorry.”

“This is a giant mess, Simon. A colossal mess.” Lauriane crossed her arms. “We can’t keep the secret for long.”

“We won’t have to.” Simon already had a plan in mind. “Keeper, how do I transfer the Class away without dying?”

This title was too much trouble, even with the ability to go back in time. Simon had no interest in playing politics or being caught at the center of the chaos that would surely befall the empire. The court had barely been able to last an hour without killing each other. He was better off passing the hot baton to someone else and let them deal with the fallout.

“You can’t.”

But then the Keeper crushed his hopes.

“An Overlord’s reign only ends in death,” it said without pity or sympathy. “An Overlord may select an heir, but the Class shall only pass on to its new holder once His Dark Majesty breathes his last. There is no possibility of resigning or abdicating.”

Simon could read between the lines. The Class would only pass once he had exhausted all of his ‘reigns,’ however long those could last.

Simon was condemned to rule for a very, very long time.

  

    
        Chapter 3: The One Act Play (1)

    
    
    
    
  The Imperial Family hadn’t yet begun to tear itself apart by the time Simon and Lauriane reached the Emperor’s chambers. He wasn’t sure whether he should count himself lucky for it, or not.

“Is there no other way?” Simon wondered out loud, though he already knew the answer.

“I’m afraid so,” Lauriane confirmed. “Anyone with an information-gathering Class or sufficient mana-sensitivity will learn the truth the moment they pay any attention to you. I know Father had an Anathemic Secrecy Overlord skill, making him impervious to divination magic, but I can’t say which level you have to be at to unlock it.”

Simon scowled. Come to think of it, would levels carry over from one reign to another? Would he be able to avoid this entire charade in the future, or would he have to suffer through it again and again?

Whatever the case, he was now within minutes of confronting a bunch of overpowered murderous relatives about to start a civil war. Saying that he was on edge would have been an understatement.

“I believe your plan will work, at least for a time,” Lauriane reassured him, though the last part didn’t exactly put his heart at ease. “It is quite the bold and cunning one, if I say so myself. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“Just because I didn’t want to participate in local intrigues doesn’t mean that I never pay attention,” Simon replied, his hands clenching into fists to hide the shaking. He had picked up a few things about the palace’s power blocs and how they operated.

Would that save him? He had to hope for the best.

They entered their father’s quarters right as Louis began to question the empress. “–ouldn’t happen to know how the assassin sneaked into father’s chambers undetected, stepmother?”

“Your father and I have slept apart for years now, boy,” Empress Euphemia replied with an acerbic tone.

“It is no wonder why,” the crown-prince replied mockingly. “Father would have died of fright much earlier otherwise.”

Like a rehearsal to slaughter. Simon grit his teeth as everyone reached out for their swords, having already heard this conversation once before. His gaze lingered on his father’s corpse. Though his final expression was that of a scowl, he wondered if the bastard had planned all of this as a final curse upon his own house. Did you hope we would all kill each other, Father? What did we ever do to you to deserve this?

“Your Grace!” one of the ministers protested. This time, Simon identified him as Patriate Malphas, the empire’s Treasurer. “Please calm down–”

The Keeper of the Throne appeared at this point, right on time to interrupt the inevitable bloodshed with his testament in hand.

Simon feigned passivity as he and Lauriane hung in the back of the room. He paid more attention to the people present rather than the Keeper’s announcement, especially the empress.

Euphemia Magnos-Agares was often described as the empire’s most beautiful woman, and lived up to the tales. A tall and curvy lady with a long braid the color of dark honey falling to her waist, she possessed the demon-tainted golden eyes of the empire’s heartlands. Unlike most noble ladies, she was no doll or princess caked in makeup and jewels; she was a retired commander who favored embroiled black dresses and a gilded torc encrusted with the Judge’s Crestone.

Her ownership of one of the original Classes from which all others derived made her fearsome enough, but Simon also knew that a holy third eye dwelled hidden beneath the golden tiara on her forehead. It allowed her to see mana, and most importantly, summon sacred eidolons into battle. She was probably the strongest person in the room, except maybe Louis himself.

She should have been able to notice Simon’s new Class with a glimpse had she paid him any close attention, but he remained beneath her notice… until the Keeper completed its reading of the testament.

“I do hereby bequeath my Class, throne, and titles to my chosen heir,” the Keeper said, before moving on to the additions to the text. “Simon Magnos.”

Although he had ordered the Keeper to add these words himself and mentally prepared himself for what came next, Simon couldn’t help but freeze in place as the entire imperial court suddenly remembered his presence. Individuals wielding the most powerful Classes in the land suddenly focused on him, frowning, scowling, gawping in disbelief, or chuckling in Louis’ case.

“Is this a joke?” Thalas asked what everyone had on their minds, while his mother finally focused on Simon. No doubt she was trying to sense his Class. “The bastard, the new Overlord?”

“Do you see the Class icon, brother?” Louis asked Simon. He had never called him brother before—because he usually never paid attention to him—but he managed to make it sound pleasant enough. “Check the edge of your gaze.”

“I…” Simon gulped, which was in no way faked. He could almost taste the tension in the air. “I think I do…”

“Activate it,” the empress ordered with a tone that brooked no opposition. “Now.”

Well, if she asked so nicely… “Overlord.”

Simon transformed the moment he uttered the word, a cloak of miasma swirling around him and summoning the Overlord armor. Thalas’ astonished face filled him with immense pleasure, but the moment lasted until he caught onto Louis’ undecipherable gaze and the dark scowl forming on the empress’ face. The generals present also exchanged glances. Each of them had sworn allegiance to the Overlord, and a specific brand enforced their loyalty to the Crimson Throne. Simon had no idea if that oath of service extended to him as father’s successor, and he was pretty sure the generals themselves didn’t know either.

“You…” Thalas’ expression turned from shock to baleful fury. “Murderer!”

He closed the gap between them in a flash and tossed Simon against a wall.

Simon’s vision briefly went white as Thalas’ arm pressed against his throat and lifted him up. The Overlord armor offered a measure of protection, but Thalas had so many levels and skills to enhance his strength that he didn’t need to transform to choke him.

“Thalas!” Lauriane immediately changed into her Spellblade Class outfit, a white, rounded helmet, a black mouth veil, and a dark cloak, appearing in an instant. A fencing silver sword coursing with magic materialized in her hands, its blade pointed at her half-brother. “Unhand him now!”

“He murdered Father to steal his Class!” Thalas snarled back. “He’s a bastard through and through!”

The tension only grew heavier as everyone reached out for their weapons. Simon held his breath as the bloodbath he had tried to avert seemed back on its tracks…

At least, until his precautions unfolded.

“Should my heir perish before three years of rule from my death, then his Class shall pass on to a citizen of my empire chosen at random, which the Crimson Throne will deem worthy,” the Keeper continued reading the edited testament while ignoring the ruckus around it. “Otherwise, the Class shall pass on through the appropriate Overlord tradition. This clause shall last until three years have passed since my heir assumed the throne.”

The shock of the announcement froze everyone in place and briefly delayed the chaos. The empress and Louis’ eyes widened in surprise at the same time, while the room erupted in whispers and chatter. “A random pick?” “Someone outside the royal family?” “Is this a joke?”

“What do you mean, a citizen chosen at random?” Lauriane asked the Keeper, who remained mute. She feigned frustration before turning to Louis. “Can Father do that?”

“I cannot say,” Louis replied, his expression thoughtful.

The empress suspiciously squinted at Simon. “The Class seems to have passed on to him through your father’s testament… unless he killed his own father and ordered the Keeper to put on a show.”

“I did no such things!” Simon half-lied. “How was I supposed to approach Father?! I wasn’t allowed into his quarters as a bastard, and I was denied a Class until I attended the Military Academy!”

“Liar!” Thalas snapped in fury, a gilded spear materializing in his free hand. Simon’s heartbeat skipped a beat as his half-brother prepared to skewer him where he stood. “You murdered your own father to steal–”

Agnes Firewand suddenly raised her palm close to Thalas’ face, searing blue flames swirling between her fingers. “Your Grace,” she said very calmly. “I must ask you to release the Overlord.”

Thalas grit his teeth. “You dare threaten me, slave?!”

“I have no choice.” Agnes unveiled a bit of her robes covering her neckline and revealed a bloody slave tattoo burning against her skin. “My brand compels me to protect the Overlord from all threats, whoever he might be.”

The slave mark hasn’t faded away? Simon glanced at Firewand and then the generals, who all seemed ready to transform at a moment’s notice to defend their new liege. Father’s orders and oaths endure beyond death. 

Unfortunately, Thalas seemed very determined to go through with killing him from the way he clenched his spear. Lauriane and the others would no doubt intervene, but Thalas could kill Simon with a single blow. He was only level 1 after all. He had to think fast.

An idea crossed Simon’s mind. Here goes nothing. 

“Slaves, generals,” Simon said. “If anyone kills me, I want you to slay them and all their accomplices at any cost.”

“Understood,” Agnes Firewand immediately replied, even as gasps of shock spread through the room.

“What did you say, bastard?” Thalas asked, straining the word as if it hurt to hear it.

“You heard me, Thalas.” Simon faced his half-brother with all the weight of his contempt for the arrogant asshole. “Firewand and the others are still compelled to defend me, which means an Overlord’s commands carry beyond his death. They will have to fulfill my wish even if you kill me now.”

Thalas glanced at the generals readying their swords with disdain. “I’m stronger than any of our father’s slaves.”

“But all of them together? In a closed room with all your supporters within reach?” Simon scoffed. “With Louis’ group nearby?”

That did it. While Thalas was confident he could take out the generals if need be, the thought of leaving himself open to Louis instantly put him and his supporters on edge. The empress herself shifted her attention to the crown prince as he observed the scene with pure amusement.

“That’s right, maybe you’ll win, but certainly not unscathed. What do you think the other side of the family will do next?” Simon pointed at the Keeper. “Not to mention the fact that you’ve heard Father’s testament. Our family will lose the Overlord Class because of your rashness!”

“It’s an empty bluff,” Thalas replied coldly, though Simon could tell his words had shaken his confidence.

“Really?” Simon leaned forward to better glare at his half-brother through his helmet’s slits, then mustered all of his courage. “Then go ahead, try to kill me. See how it goes for you and everyone else.”

He matched Thalas’ gaze, trying to show no fear. Even though Simon was in no hurry to die again, he knew deep within his bones that death wouldn’t stick, and it gave him strength. It gave him confidence, and that shook Thalas to his core.

The deathblow never came.

Louis exploded into laughter all of sudden, breaking the silence and catching everyone’s attention.

“You find this funny?” the empress asked dryly while glaring at the crown-prince.

“Don’t you understand, stepmother?” Louis taunted her after calming down. “This is Father’s foolish attempt to keep the peace between us. He knew we would come to blows should he choose either of us, so he put forward a spare.”

A spare? A shiver traveled down Simon’s spine. Would Father do that? Of course he would do that, the bastard. 

“True…” Lauriane muttered to herself. “Picking Simon would ensure a transition period until we can settle our internal issues.”

Simon growled in outrage. “You’re saying I’m a sacrificial placeholder? A seat warmer?”

“What other explanation can you think of?” Lauriane pointed out. “You have no allies at court, no major faction’s backing, and no other high-level Class to defend your newly-won title with. Why pick someone like you except to buy time?”

The worst part was that this guess was possibly right. Simon had wondered about his father’s motives for picking him, and that one made some degree of sense… though his last message to his bastard son might say otherwise. Perhaps Balzam Magnos simply relished the thought of his children tearing themselves apart for supremacy.

“I am still not convinced he didn’t do it and had the Keeper lie on his behalf,” the empress said, her gaze firmly settled on Simon. “That ghost is bound to obey whoever holds the Overlord Class. The testament might not hold any weight.”

“If I may,” a voice interjected. “I have ways of confirming Lord Simon’s culpability.”

The speaker was Shabram Gremory, the imperial court’s spymaster. A buxom and beautiful pale woman with emerald eyes and cascading hair the shade of dark coal, she dressed in the fine silk and golden jewels of her southern homeland. A navy blue turban hid her shameful beastmen ears to those who found her race’s presence in the castle inappropriate.

“Lord Simon bears no resistance to divination spells, unlike everyone else in this room, and I have kept all of His Late Majesty’s bastards under close watch,” the spymistress said. “It will be child’s play to demonstrate either his innocence or culpability in his father’s murder.”

“Spare me your drivel, beastwoman,” the empress replied with venom. “Neither your spells nor your intelligence network helped save my husband. We ought to fire you on the spot for this blunder.”

The spymistress held the empress’ gaze. “As I said: nearly everyone in this room has protection against divinations… and many had access to His Late Majesty’s quarters.”

Thalas glared and pointed his spear at her. “Are you accusing us of murdering Father, witch?”

“I’m not accusing anyone, Your Highness,” she replied calmly, “I’m just saying we have plenty more suspects to investigate than our new Overlord.”

Princes of blood and ministers alike exchanged glances.

There was not a single honest person in this room, and they all knew it.

The empress quietly reached a decision of some kind. “Thalas, release Simon.”

“But–” The empress silenced her son with a glare, causing Thalas to let go of him. Simon immediately gasped for air, with Lauriane immediately moving between his and the empress’ supporters.

“You would be wise to transfer your Class to another, if you can,” the empress warned Simon. “You will spare yourself many troubles.”

If only she knew how much they agreed on that…

“Keeper, can I transfer the Overlord class without dying?” Simon inquired for the second time today.

“No,” the specter replied bluntly. “There is no possibility of surrender or abdication. An Overlord’s reign only ends in death.”

“Then I say we first confirm whether or not Simon could have slain our father,” Lauriane suggested. “If his innocence is proven… then we must assume Father’s testament is binding.”

The empress’ jaw clenched in annoyance. “Simon, you will stay here for now under constant surveillance. It would do us no good if my husband’s assassin found its way to you until we can settle this.”

Afraid the Overlord Class will leave your dynasty, aren’t you? Simon thought while suppressing the urge to spit. “Fine.”

“Worry not, brother,” Louis said with a devious smile. “I will have my personal guard ensure your safety.”

“So will mine,” the empress said immediately, silencing Thalas’ protest with a glare. The palace’s factions had agreed on an uneasy truce for the moment.

“No thanks,” Simon replied, his gaze turning on Firewand. “I already have a personal bodyguard.”

Inwardly, Simon was relieved to see his plan had worked. He had hesitated about what to write in the message for a long time, even knowing he might have more than one chance to figure out the best option available.

Simon had visited the capital’s grand market often enough to learn the value of time limits. Sellers used them to put pressure on buyers, until they obsessed over the fading time rather than price. Three years wasn’t a terribly long time, so the schemers at court could envision themselves killing him and claiming the Overlord Class after the period had passed rather than immediately scheme to find a loophole in Father’s testament. Knowing they had a relief period—and that the Class would escape the family’s clutches should Simon die prematurely—would cause the various factions to focus on preparing and finding the killer rather than take rash action now.

In short, Simon had bought everyone time.

Himself included.



Simon spent the rest of the day under house arrest in his quarters, which he had to share with Firewand and soldiers provided by the generals, while Louis and Euphemia posted some of their knights outside.

Since he was barred from transforming for now, he instead spent that time furiously rereading A Brief History of Endymion and An Introduction to Classes in the hope of finding a loophole in the Overlord Class… and failing miserably.

Everyone knew that leveling up in a Class required the appropriate Crestone, a rune-carved manalith which allowed users to channel them. Someone would retain the skills and levels they had already gained should they lose their Crestone, but they wouldn’t be able to progress in it further.

Unfortunately, there was a major exception: namely, the Crimson Throne of Endymion was the Overlord Class’ Crestone; and unlike all others, it didn’t require proximity to its holder to work. The device bonded to its master’s very soul.

No one quite understood how Mardok had created the Crimson Throne to this day. Historians said it had been crafted during the Year of Doom when cataclysms tore the world apart four centuries back through lost demonic magic, and that the First Overlord had everyone involved in its creation murdered to keep its secrets under wraps. The only thing scholars knew for certain was that the Overlord Class used a corrupted form of mana called miasma as its power source.

In short, no one understood how the Crimson Throne worked except perhaps the Overlords, and they had been careful never to share anything.

Then again, maybe they simply couldn’t, Simon thought as he closed his book after another fruitless search. Not with their own Class killing them whenever they spilled something they shouldn’t have. 

“Your Majesty will find no answer in these books,” Firewand said. She had been observing him closely, but offered no help. Simon had the suspicion that she didn’t particularly like him, even if she was bound to obey his orders.

“Where then?” Simon asked in annoyance. “You’ve served more than one Overlord; surely you’ve picked up a few things.”

“To serve and to be trusted are two very different things,” the elf-slave replied calmly. “All your predecessors kept their secrets to themselves, and their successors had to rediscover them from scratch.”

In short, she would be of no help. Wonderful.

His door opening drew him out of his morose mood. Lauriane walked in with a grim scowl on her face.

“So?” Simon asked, dreading the answer.

“You are innocent, but not out of hot water yet.”

Shabram’s investigation of Simon didn’t last long.

According to Lauriane, both the Keeper and the autopsy of Balzam’s corpse indicated that the emperor had perished at one and a half in the morning, a time during which Simon was in his room according to multiple divination spells. The night staff had also checked on him at one and two in the morning to find him sleeping. Simon always suspected that they were paid to keep an eye on the royal bastards, but it was good to have confirmation.

Simon’s innocence thus narrowed down the list of suspects to only a good dozen. The emperor’s slaves and generals had brands preventing them from harming him, which only left Balzam’s close relatives and ministers.

“Shabram officially didn’t exclude the possibility of an outside assassin, but no one really believed it,” Lauriane said. “Not everyone agrees that our father’s testament is foolproof, but none are willing to take the risk of violating it.”

In short, Simon’s life was safe for now, and the civil war had been delayed… for the time being. However, his half-sister quickly dashed away whatever hope he might have had.

“Someone will try their luck eventually,” Lauriane warned. “Whoever killed Father obviously intended to steal his Class. I don’t think they’ll give up easily. All members of the High Council have been recalled to the capital, including our brother Dassein and the missing generals. We’ve kept the secret of our father's passing so far, but I don’t think we can maintain the charade for long. This will cause issues.”

“All of Endymion’s power structures rests on its emperor,” Simon guessed. Father had kept the empire united through strength, fear, and his cult of personality. His demise would invite chaos and attacks from their enemies both internal and external. “What next then?”

“That… will be for the High Council to decide.” Lauriane’s expression darkened. “Louis seems open to the idea of letting you run around the palace under supervision, and the generals are currently debating whether their oath of service extends to you, but the empress would rather keep you under house arrest for now. Officially, she says it’s to protect you–”

“But what she really wants is to keep me weak and under her thumb,” Simon guessed in rising annoyance. He had no intention of spending the rest of this reign trapped in a room. “I need to level up, Lauriane. If I’m stuck with the Overlord Class for the foreseeable future, I might as well get to use it.”

Lauriane gave him a sympathetic but stern look. “They will never allow you to grow in strength. You know that.”

“Truly? A properly leveled Overlord might be a threat, but a level one emperor will only invite ridicule. What will ambassadors say when they check my strength and see a weakling sitting on the Crimson Throne? Moreover, having a few skills would help me survive should Father’s assassin come for me.”

“Nothing will happen to Your Majesty under our watch,” said one of his knightly bodyguards.

“Truly?” Simon scoffed in disdain. “What’s your level?”

“I’m a level forty-seven Soldier, Your Majesty.”

“You think you can take down an assassin who slew an Overlord twice your level without anyone noticing?”

The knight had the decency to flinch. “I… I would lay down my life if I must…”

“But you would still die,” Simon replied dryly before turning back to face Lauriane. “See what I mean? I need at least a few levels so I can gain that anti-divination ability, else any assassin is only one spell away from finding me.”

In truth, Simon mostly hoped that he could obtain the anti-divination skill early. This would allow him to stay beneath the various factions’ notice in a future reign… though he hoped to survive this one. Death wasn’t fun.

Lauriane stroked her chin, but shook her head. “I don’t think that’ll be enough to convince the others. They’ll just increase your guards.”

Simon clenched his teeth in annoyance, until an idea suddenly crossed his mind. All the factions refused to have a new Overlord rise, but they still needed the image of one; a face that could keep the peace until they figured out how to replace him.

“You will not speak of what you hear to anyone,” Simon told the knights and Firewand. The latter was bound by her mark, but he could only hope the former would abide by their oaths of service. “Lauriane, how much do I look like Father with the armor on?”

“Very similar. The armor hides everything.”

“Then can you carry the following message to Louis and Euphemia?” Simon cleared his throat. “I want them to let me level up just enough to gain that Anathemic Secrecy skill… because once I do, no one will be able to tell me apart from our father once I put the Overlord armor on.”

Lauriane quickly caught on. “You can’t mean–”

“Yes.” Simon smirked ear to ear. “As far as the outside world is concerned, Balzam Magnos will never have died.”

  

    
        Chapter 4: The One Act Play (2)

    
    
    
    
  The empire’s High Council gathered on the morrow to debate Simon’s proposal. He wasn’t invited to the deliberations, but when Lauriane came to bring him to Frightwall Castle’s dungeon, he knew they had tentatively accepted his offer.

There were two ways for a man to gain experience and level up. The first was to act according to the archetype of their Class, so that the soul would grow in tune with the Crestone. An Alchemist had to practice his craft, and a Warrior to train with his blade.

The second, and the quickest, was to fight and kill.

The state always kept a few prisoners alive in its dungeons so Class users could sharpen their claws, though others with useful skills often received a slave brand instead. The dungeon of Endymion’s Frightwall Castle held six prisoners scheduled for execution as far as Simon knew.

Lauriane guided him up towards the dungeon on the second floor, to a set of bronze doors adorned with gruesome carvings of demons massacring the Overlord’s enemies. They walked past them into the dungeon’s foyer, a vast room tiled with blood-red marble and an ebony altar. Four prisoners were forced to kneel atop it, bound and gagged, under the watchful gaze of mages beholden to the court’s two main parties. Simon guessed they were there to take notes on his leveling.

Gourmand the Jester was here too.

“The old master is dead, all hail the new master!” Gourmand greeted Simon with that annoying voice of his. “All crows in the realm weep for your father, who fed them so well!”

“Thank them for the eulogy,” Simon replied dryly. He guessed that one silver lining about this situation would be that he could finally fire the creep.

Father’s pet jester and executioner—the two went hand-in-hand—Gourmand was one of the most repulsive creatures in the late Overlord’s employ. A gaunt scarecrow of a skeletal undead clad in a motley outfit of green and black leather with its own hood, he cut quite the intimidating figure with the sharp, curved scythe he always carried with him. Pale yellow eyes glowed in his painted skull’s empty sockets, and his teeth stretched into a bloody grin.

Gourmand had always been Father’s pet, largely because Balzam Magnos rarely settled on simply executing political dissidents; no, he always loved to make a spectacle out of it. Gourmand’s macabre performances included juggling with freshly bloodied skulls or throwing a mermaid out of a window to show the court a ‘flying fish.’ Half the courtiers hated him, but he didn’t particularly care. His job provided him with a steady diet of souls on which to feed his gruesome appetite.

“The good Gourmand has prepared you a most fitting feast,” the jester said as he waved his scythe at the four prisoners on the altar. “A minstrel appetizer, a killer starter, a charlatan for the main course with a sauce of false piety, and a live ogre for dessert!”

Simon glanced at the prisoners. All of them were men, though only three were humans. The fourth’s bulkiness, orange skin, and tusks identified him as a man-eating ogre. Their kind often served in the imperial army as shock troops, but most were barely better than savage predators and highwaymen.

The first poor soul on the chopping block was a handsome, boyish young male with sandy hair and a wisp of a mustache, silently weeping beneath his blindfold. He had been stripped naked, his skin showing bruises and other marks of beating.

“You are to kill them one after the other, with the mages recording your level and new abilities after each execution,” Lauriane explained while handing Simon a sharp sword, her expression stern and resolute. “We will repeat the process until you unlock the Anathemic Secrecy perk.”

At which point, they’ll never let me level up again for the rest of my life. As Simon guessed, the empress and Louis only wanted him to be just strong enough to hide his identity, but not enough to become a threat. “I only see four prisoners out of six.”

“The missing two have Vassal Class levels,” Lauriane replied. “Killing them might provide you with too much experience.”

“And the sixth is such a pretty little thing,” Gourmand said. “Your father wanted to check out the goods in case she was worthy of receiving pillow amnesty, if you know what I mean...”

Simon shuddered at the euphemism. His Father often chose to enslave female prisoners so he could take them as concubines and had sired at least one bastard that way.

He gathered his breath and summoned his Overlord armor. However, the sword grew heavier in his hands when the prisoner whimpered at his feet. From the awful smell rising in the room, he had soiled himself.

“What did he do?” Simon inquired hesitantly.

“He sang off-key!” Gourmand cackled. “That should spell death for any singer!”

“He drugged and raped at least three women,” Lauriane replied with disgust. “Does that make it easier on your soul, brother?”

Simon’s tongue clicked in his mouth. She had seen through him easily enough. He had never killed a man, let alone a bound one. It felt dirty.

Simon tried to tell himself that it would only be temporary, that the man had it coming and would return from the dead the moment this reign ended anyway, yet it still left a sour taste in his mouth. He could feel the gaze of his captors on his back.

“Just close your eyes and focus,” Lauriane suggested. “Picture yourself before a log of wood. You’ve cut wood before, yes?”

Yes, he did, back when he lived with his commoner mother. Those early years seemed so distant that he could barely remember her face, yet those times felt so much happier than the long years he spent in Frightwall Castle.

Simon closed his eyes, and he had to admit that visualizing a log of wood helped. It is you or them, he told himself, his hands tightening their grip on the sword. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. They’ll be back once the clock turns back.

He brought down the blade and chopped a soft piece of wood clean. He heard liquid splattering his armor, the unpleasantness of the sound swiftly replaced by the rush of energy rising from deep within his soul. He sensed power coursing through his veins like lightning and words floating in his mind.


Level 2 Perk Unlocked: Unyielding Essence I (Passive): Immune to Instadeath, Petrify, Polymorphy, and Curse effects, except self-inflicted ones. 



So that’s how it feels to level up, Simon thought as he basked in the sensation. His heartbeat quickened, and shivers of pleasure traveled down his spine. The rush was brief but intense, like the afterglow of passionate sex or a sense of triumph after a hard-won victory.

And all it cost was the life of a man. The tide of guilt returned the moment he opened his eyes to stare at the beheaded corpse at his feet. By the Light, there was blood everywhere.

Simon had watched enough executions to grow numb to the sight, but it nonetheless left a sinking feeling in his stomach. He had just killed a man with his own hands. Worst of all, Gourmand had picked the severed head and gave it a bloody kiss on the lips. A faint shimmer of ectoplasmic substance floated out of the dead man and into the jester’s mouth. Simon had heard Gourmand had to steal a soul within a minute of death or risk losing it, but his eagerness was all for gluttony with no practicality.

“Delightful,” he cackled while putting the head in a bloody sack. “So full of pride and vanity… those taste the best!”

Simon suppressed a shiver of distaste at the sight. Father had allowed Gourmand to feast on the souls of the dead because it allowed the jester to extract some of their stolen memories, and so they would never reincarnate.

“Is that truly necessary?” Simon wondered out loud in disgust. “Death is punishment enough.”

“This is standard procedure,” Lauriane reminded him. “These souls might hold information that could prevent future victims.”

“Indeed, good Gourmand is so very useful,” the jester said with a mock bow. “Would it please Your Majesty to learn the name of the alchemist who sold this singer the sleeping draught he used to steal kisses from fair maidens?”

Simon ground his teeth in distaste and remained quiet. He had the feeling this only amused the awful jester.

The mages cast spells on Simon to read his stats and took notes. Lauriane glanced at them, nodding to herself. “Ailment immunities. Useful.”

“You didn’t know Father had it?”

“I didn’t know the content of his Perks nor his defenses’ limits, no. Which makes me wonder what could kill him in one blow… or whom.” Lauriane bit her lip and then commanded that the next sacrifice be brought forward with a pitiless taskmaster’s resolve. “Next.”

“You’ve done this before,” Simon guessed.

“We all did.” She took a long, deep breath. “It’s a family tradition. Get used to it.”

And perhaps that was the problem. Simon turned to the second prisoner after the mages dragged the first one’s corpse away. He was bigger, with a barrel chest, a gut, and a missing arm. “What did this one do?”

“This man was a well-liked smith and loving husband, until he caught his wife cheating on him with his apprentice.” Lauriane sneered at the prisoner with contempt. “Both of whom he beat to death. The city watch had to cut off his arm lest he endanger more in his drunken rage.”

“The dead ought to thank Gourmand for eating this soul, for he will spare them another lovers’ quarrel,” the jester said.

“I see.” Simon took a deep breath, then closed his eyes again. He tried once again to imagine himself chopping wood when he lowered his blade on the smith’s neck. It didn’t make it any easier.

The thrill of a new level did.

The rush of power washed away whatever shame and unease he felt at executing a helpless man. The hit was somehow even greater than last time. The increased stats sharpened his senses and strengthened his arm, filling him with purpose.


Level 3 Perk Unlocked: Dreadful Aura I (Active): You can inflict the Terror ailment on weaker creatures capable of sensing your presence. 



“Active?” Simon wondered out loud when he opened his eyes. “How do I activate it?”

“Passive skills are always on, while active ones both require your class outfit and intent to trigger,” Lauriane explained while Gourmand hungrily picked up the new rolling head to consume its soul. “In short, you will keep the former even if you lose a Crestone; whereas the latter will become unavailable until you reclaim it. Mentally focus on the Perk to activate it or speak its name aloud.”

Simon nodded and immediately put his ability to the test. “Dreadful Aura.”

His armor immediately began to exude an intense, invisible pressure. The air grew chillier, and the flames of the nearby torches wavered. The last human prisoner screamed through his gag and wriggled within his bindings in a failed attempt to escape.

Nobody else flinched. Not the mages, not Lauriane, not Gourmand nor the guards. Even the bound ogre seemed unaffected.

They were all stronger than he was.

I’m the Overlord, and still so weak. Then again, Simon recalled that one of the knights boasted about being level forty-seven. He had a very, very long way to go to reach that level.

“I would cancel it if I were you,” Lauriane warned him. “Most active Perks consume mana or miasma to function. I’ve never seen Father run low on power, but you’re nowhere near his level yet.”

Simon simply had to think about it to suppress the aura. He couldn’t explain how it worked. It felt as natural as opening his eyes, or reading a book, like a skill he had internalized so intimately he could practice it in his sleep.

Which is not too far from the truth, Simon thought. Crestones transferred their knowledge and power to their user through experience until their Perks became second nature to them. The wisdom of the past Overlords passed on to me, if you can call it that…

He nearly forgot to ask what the third man did to deserve death. That one was older, much older, with a portly belly and shaved head. He had apparently been a charlatan who falsely proclaimed himself a priest of the Light in order to convince believers to part with their gold. He hadn’t killed or raped anyone, but none survived shaming and blaspheming against the state religion unscathed. Simon didn’t close his eyes when he brought down the sword this time, and he awaited the rush of power with eagerness. The level-up filled him with newfound vigor.


Level 4 Perk Unlocked: Deathmastery I (Passive): You regain a small portion of your health whenever you slay a living creature. 



“It’s almost…” Simon pondered the right term when they took the third corpse away. How could he describe the pleasant feeling of being on top of the world, that triumphant rush starkly contrasting with the emptiness that followed its absence? Ah, yes. “Addictive.”

“Do not let those feelings cloud your reality,” Lauriane warned him sternly. “Each new level is more difficult to obtain than the last. The thrill is good to stay motivated, but should you let it guide your decisions then it will become the master and you the slave.”

“Yes, I can see that.” Simon wondered if that was what spurred Father to become so cruel. If it took more and more deaths to reach the next level, then perhaps that explained the carnage he sowed. Then again, many have Classes but few are called cruel for it... “It’s easier to level-up than I thought it would be.”

“Because you’re still starting. The thresholds needed to reach a new level increase over time and the stronger you are compared to the opposition, the higher the exp penalty you’ll receive.”

In short, he was still so weak every death was profitable, but that well would run out eventually.

By the time Simon moved on to behead the ogre, the executions had become almost a chore. The monster’s hide was thicker than any man, so Simon had to strike him thrice to chop his head off. At least it was worth the effort. The ogre provided more experience than any other prisoner, enough for two levels rather than one.


Level 5 Perk Unlocked: Darkbound I (Passive): You are immune to miasma in all of its forms and are treated as a Demon for the purpose of magical effects. 

Level 6 Perk Unlocked: Devil Brand I (Active): You can mark a willing target with a demonic Brand of Sloth, weakly empowering their stats and increasing their rate of experience gains; in return, you are constantly aware of their location and can telepathically communicate with them through any distance. You may remove the brand at will, inflicting heavy damage on the subject while you do.



Here it was, the dreaded Perk which had allowed his father to raise armies of slaves. Simon knew for a fact that it would eventually evolve into more complex forms like the slave crest Balzam had placed on his slaves and the seal empowering his generals.

Wait a second… Simon's eyes squinted at the words. I can sense their presence and communicate with those with a Brand of Sloth… and Father’s slave brands haven’t disappeared. Could it be the same for this one?

“You still haven’t unlocked the right Perk…” Lauriane stared at Simon and then turned to the mages. “Bring the fifth.”

One of them bristled. “The empress does not want him to reach level 10 and beyond.”

“According to my calculations, a fifth sacrifice would bring him to level 8 now that he has reached level 6. This should be well within your empress’ orders.”

Simon noted that Lauriane said ‘your’ empress instead of ‘ours,’ a detail that wasn’t lost on the mages. Nonetheless, they quickly began to debate the proposal among themselves and decided to give it a try.

“I didn’t expect to level up like this,” Simon confessed to Lauriane while the mages went to fetch the newest prisoner deeper in the dungeons. “I had hoped I would earn a class at the military academy, grow stronger through training with fellow students, and killing monsters during missions. There’s no glory in this.”

“You think there is more glory in killing a hundred more on the battlefield, Simon?” Lauriane shrugged her shoulders. “Death is death, and it was them or you.”

Her words caused Simon to flinch. He had no idea what the High Council discussed, but from Lauriane’s tone they had indeed considered executing him in spite of the risks. Gaining Anathemic Secrecy might be the only thing sparing him a worse fate than house arrest.

“Thank you for your help,” he said. “You shall not find me ungrateful.”

Lauriane’s expression softened slightly. “I wish I could have done more… maybe one day, if an opportunity presents itself.”

The mages returned with the fifth prisoner, a gaunt man in his thirties. He looked like the scholarly type at first glance, if a bit unremarkable, yet Simon sensed something strange about him. Something he couldn’t put his finger on. Something… unusual.

“Oh, that one smells of levels,” Gourmand said with boundless appetite. “Sage… nay, Scholar.”

“Isn’t that a Vassal Class of the Librarian?” Simon asked.

“It is,” Lauriane confirmed. “This man illegally crafted a Vassal Crestone in secret without authorization or permits; knowledge which he obtained by trafficking with a fiend.” She glared at Gourmand next. “His knowledge will die with him, glutton.”

“Not even a taste?” the jester whined. “Gourmand shall suffer in rhymes!”

“Gourmand will do so in silence, if he wishes to feed again,” Lauriane replied frostily. “No secret of Vassal Crestone creation shall escape this room.”

It was said that scholars categorized classes in three groups: the Noble Classes, the original ones whose Crestones were crafted by elves in ancient times, each a unique and primordial archetype; Vassal Classes, whose Crestones were created using the core ones as templates; and the Overlord, which stood above and apart from them all.

While there was only one Librarian Crestone in the world, many civilizations managed to create weaker copies by using it as a blueprint. This resulted in more specialized ‘Vassal’ Classes like the Mathematician, the Scholar, and so on. Part of the Empire of Endymion’s success had been its ability to mass-produce those for use in its army, though they remained strictly regulated to ensure the state’s monopoly on them.

Simon suddenly noticed a telling detail: that Lauriane never called the prisoners by name. He guessed she did so to make things easier on Simon, because anonymity helped dehumanize them. Names created connections, and severed connections always opened wounds.

I am chopping wood, Simon told himself as he closed his eyes and beheaded the man. The blade cut swifter than before. His hands have grown stronger, quicker. True to Lauriane’s prediction, his death was enough to grant him two levels, and one too many.


Level 7 Perk Unlocked: Anathemic Secrecy I (Passive): You cannot be located nor scried upon by divination effects unless you allow it. 

Level 8 Perk Unlocked: All-Seeing I (Passive): You can understand any spoken language, even those of animals. 



Simon immediately noticed a difference when the mages cast their divination spells on him; namely, he sensed them. He felt their invisible gazes touch him, trying to grab his past and present information to steal his secrets, only to bounce off him like pebbles thrown at a castle wall.

“He has His Majesty’s Perk,” one of the mages said. “I caught a glimpse of it once he reached level 7.”

“His stats are shrouded from our sight,” another confirmed. “Our sight fails when we try to learn more.”

Lauriane nodded with a hint of relief. “Savor those levels, Simon. Those are the last you will obtain for a very, very long time.”

This time, sister. Or at least Simon hoped so. He had no idea whether levels would carry over from one reign to the next. If not, he wasn’t looking forward to repeating this process all over again. I hope I won’t find out anytime soon.

“What next?” he asked Lauriane.

“I suppose the High Council will meet with you to decide how to proceed,” his sister replied. “This masquerade should at least buy us some time. You’ll likely have to remain in the castle from now on.”

So he remained under house arrest. How wonderful. Perhaps he should start working on an escape plan now that Anathemic Secrecy should let him hide from detection. Louis and the empress would never let their guard waver, but while they could imprison his body, they couldn’t do the same with his mind.

And speaking of minds… Simon closed his eyes and focused on his Devil Brand Perk. Lauriane warned him he would need both intention and the Class outfit on to trigger its effects, and he met both conditions. Is there anyone?

The world seemed to fade away into empty darkness for a second, with the noise and warmth of the dungeon vanishing in the background. Simon sensed a… presence, he guessed? Like a phantom silhouette in the distance far, far away to the northeast.

One.

There was one Brand of Sloth active in the world.

“Hello?” Simon tried to call out with his mind by focusing on the thought. “Hello?”

The presence grew thicker. It had heard him, somehow, and answered in faint whispers echoing inside Simon’s skull.

“Who are you?” The voice sounded like that of a man, but old and wizened. “You do not sound like His Majesty. How can you–” The presence grew quieter all of a sudden. “Is His Majesty dead?”

Simon hesitated to answer truthfully before deciding to do so. He couldn’t exactly find a better explanation for how he could hijack an Overlord Class feature. “Yes, I inherited his power. Who are you?”

The presence answered with another question. “Are you Simon Magnos?”

The words nearly threw him out of his trance. Had his Father left a contingency in anticipation of his death? Breadcrumbs for him to follow? “Yes, I am. Who are you?”

“No name. Come find me in Telluria…” The presence chuckled darkly. “If you wish to secure your inheritance, that is.”

  

    
        Chapter 5: The One Act Play (3)

    
    
    
    
  True to Lauriane’s warning, the High Council of Endymion summoned him to the war room on the second floor of Castle Frightwall to check on his progress.

‘Come find me in Telluria… if you wish to secure your inheritance, that is.’ Those words annoyed Simon more each time they echoed in his head. He might as well have asked me to find a needle in a haystack. 

Telluria was the northern and largest region of the eastern continent, which Endymion dominated, often called ‘the Bat’ due to its shape. The empire had taken over most of its western half under Balzam Magnos, but the rest remained savage plains dominated by barbarian tribes and beastmen warlords. Finding a single person there would be difficult; doing so with no other details would be near impossible. The stranger had unfortunately refused to provide any more information until Simon reached the region, which he was unlikely to do while under house arrest.

Then again, Father moved the Imperial Military Academy and Dassein to Telluria so future officers could earn their stripes fighting beastmen, Simon thought. Was that a coincidence?

Simon banished those thoughts from his mind once he and Lauriane reached the council room. It was finely decorated, with padded silk cushions on top of each chair, tapestries embroidered with red dragons dating back to Overlord Gargauth’s days, and various statuettes taken from the empire’s colonies. Stained windows representing the glowing sun of the Light of Pharis cast a golden glow onto the long table within.

Most councilors were already present. Louis, as the Empire’s Marshal, was discussing matters with the Lord-Treasurer, Patriate Malphas; Empress Euphemia was doing the same with High Confessor Mastemo, his face hidden beneath the gilded, crowned star-shaped helmet of the Church of the Light; and Lady Shabram mildly smiled at Simon when he entered, though it had an edge to it. The real surprise was the presence of Simon’s 'uncle' and Imperial Chancellor, Maublanc Paimon, who watched him sternly.

“Uncle?” Simon asked in disbelief. “I thought you were in the Berwick Islands?”

“I was last night, nephew,” he replied. Maublanc Paimon, viceroy of the Berwick Islands, where the late emperor was born, cut an intimidating figure. Towering over everyone present, he was a large man with muscles chiseled by a lifetime of military service. His face had all the coldness and rigidity of a glacier in stark contrast with his balding, graying strands of red hair and beard. His white tunic and red cloak boasted the golden griffin of House Paimon, and the Commander Class Crestone glowed on his sheathed sword’s pommel. “And if the Light is merciful, I shall return by sunset.”

While he wasn't related to House Magnos or even noble-born, Maublanc had been Balzam's blood-brother and most trusted vassal during the rebellion against Gargauth. For his loyalty, friendship and service, the new Overlord had raised him to the rank of prince and granted him ownership over his old fief in the Berwick Islands. All of the Magnos children considered Maublanc and his daughter Anna part of the family, to the point of calling them uncle and cousin.

“Such are the wonders of our new airships,” Louis commented. “They can cross the straits of Endymion in a day’s time.”

“When they do not crash and sink,” the empress commented dryly. “Those new technological terrors of yours are a fearsome drain on our budget from their maintenance alone.”

“Only a small mind would look at a ship soaring through the sky and think of the cost,” Louis replied with amusement before glancing at Simon. “Please take a seat, brother. We will begin shortly.”

“Aren’t we waiting for the generals?” Lauriane inquired as Simon and she sat near the table’s head. A slave cupbearer quickly served them wine.

“This hydra has too many heads as it is,” the empress replied, her gaze turning to Simon. “They will do what he asks, and he will do what we want. This should simplify things.”

Louis smiled at Simon. “Forgive our stepmother. She is deathly afraid you might become another player in this game.”

So many eyes warily turned to Simon. He could read the question written all over them: did he intend to become a player, with all the risks that entailed? Or was he content being a puppet?

Truth be told, he would rather be anywhere else than in this palace, but he lacked the strength and connections to truly assert himself. Everyone in this room could probably kill him with a wave of their hand at his current level.

At least his ability to control the generals and Father’s slaves allowed him to become a nuisance for the court’s power players if he wished to. This should let him win some concessions.

“I never asked for this Class, and I have no designs on the Crimson Throne,” Simon replied. “Look, all I wanted was a life of normalcy.”

“A most unlikely prospect now,” the empress pointed out dryly.

“I know,” Simon replied with annoyance. “But that’s what I would want.”

“Truly?” Louis raised an eyebrow and studied Simon with skepticism. “I thought you would have reconsidered after gaining Father’s Class. Surely the rush of power appeals to you.”

“Not everyone is foolish enough to fall for the Overlord’s temptations,” High Confessor Mastemo said. “Your humility does you credit, Lord Simon.”

In other words, stay in your place if you know what’s good for you. Simon wondered what to make of Louis’ remarks. Was he trying to win him over by encouraging him to exploit his newfound power? He could never get a read on that man.

“What you call humility, I call weakness of resolve and a lack of ambition.” Louis waved his hand. “I suppose this suits our needs anyway. Our stepmother and I both know one will kill the other before the year ends, so it would be easier for the both of us if we could avoid as much collateral damage as possible.”

Simon had to give it to Louis, the crown prince always said what was on his mind, no matter how shocking.

“Your Highness!” Patriate protested while the empress gave Louis an icy glare. “Do we not have enough kinslaying under this roof?!”

Uncle Maublanc’s eyes burned with fury. “Your father's body is not even cold yet, and his assassin is still on the loose, yet all you can think about is to kill each other?”

“Your bloodlust will be the death of you and the doom of this state, cur,” High Confessor Mastemo said, his white gauntlets gripping his chair’s armrests. “We need not tolerate your insolence.”

“I am simply laying down the facts,” Louis replied with immense aplomb. “If you haven’t picked a side yet, now is the time.”

“Enough of this,” the empress said, watching Simon’s helmet. “The plan was a success. I cannot divine his true identity.”

“The helmet muffles his voice as well,” Lauriane replied. “I do not think anyone will be able to tell.”

“For now,” Uncle Maublanc said with a snort. “The truth will come out sooner or later, whether when Simon acts out of character or when someone talks. Someone always talks.”

The High Confessor thoughtfully intertwined his fingers. “While I pray that His Majesty finds peace and rest, we only need to keep up this charade until we conclude the negotiations with the Queendom of Cocagne and suppress the beastmen in the north. A long peace will be upon us once we secure the rest of the continent.”

“I am almost done securing a match between my daughter Norbelle and their boy prince,” the empress said with a sharp nod. “This will put the queendom squarely into our hands.”

Lauriane glared at her. “You mean in your hands?”

“I do not recall Father ever mentioning a match with our half-sister.” Louis turned to Patriate. “Did he, Lord Malphas?”

“I…” Lord Patriate cleared his throat and earned himself a glare from the empress for it. “I do not recall.”

“If you are so intent on a wedding, why not propose a match with dear Anna instead?” Louis cunningly suggested, his gaze meeting that of Uncle Maublanc. “Your daughter is of marriageable age, is she not?”

“She is,” Uncle Maublanc replied warily. “I have been looking for a suitable match. The prince of Cocagne would suit her.”

That didn’t please the empress in the slightest. “The Queen of Cocagne and I agreed on Norbelle. They will not agree to change the match.”

“Perhaps you should try harder then,” Louis said.

Simon listened without a word. The Queendom of Cocagne was the only unified nation on the continent that had yet to bend the knee to the empire—besides the beastmen and clans of Telluria—owing to its powerful mages. He didn’t know they had been in discussion with them for a treaty.

Two major parties ruled at court: the War Party led by Louis, who advocated the continued expansion of the empire’s borders and a tighter integration of ethnic minorities into the armed forces; and the Church Party under Empress Euphemia, who wished to focus on peace with neighbours and consolidation of power around the Light of Pharis’ faith within their own borders. Simon knew that High Confessor Mastemo and Lord Patriate supported the latter, while Lauriane and Lady Shabram were Louis’ creatures. Maublanc could lean either way, and he had a vast army at his back.

Was that the purpose of this meeting? To delay the inevitable conflict while each side worked towards winning them to their cause? Louis was clearly trying to sow discord between the empress and Maublanc by suggesting she would rather place her own brood than give a close ally a good marriage.

Ah, I see, Simon thought. Since I’m supposed to impersonate Father, I’ll have to validate whichever marriage they settle on. I could use that.

“I have also heard concerning rumors,” Lady Shabram said. “My spies in Telluria report that a beastman ‘High Lord’ has been working to unify the tribes in the north, possibly with the help of weapon shipments from our enemies from across the Dragonsea.”

“If so, then we should speed up our timetable for an invasion of the western continent,” Louis replied. “Once our airship fleet is completed–”

“Are you insane?” The empress sneered in disdain. “You want to start another war, you ogre? We haven’t even finished assimilating Telluria nor consolidated our gains!”

“I would agree with Her Grace,” Lord Patriate said. “We need to complete the economic integration of Scaland and Magvolia before we can even think about adding new colonies! Our supply lines are stretched thin as it is!”

“Have you been paying any attention to the outside world?!” Lauriane asked. “The western continent’s nations are in talks to unify against us! Any day spent waiting is time for them to consolidate their defenses!”

Simon watched them argue about whether they should attack the western continent or not. He gathered that Father had been drafting plans to do just that before his demise and that Louis remained determined to spearhead the invasion, which the empress categorically rejected.

They’ll play nice until they can secure the Cocagne wedding, but then the knives will come out, Simon noted. He figured he should probably try to align with the War Party, if only because Lauriane supported Louis and the latter was at least willing to let him run around without a chaperon.

Simon glanced at the wine cup in front of him and grabbed it. The liquid was thick red, almost like blood. He wondered if it was poisoned.

Did Unyielding Essence I protect him from that? Simon focused on his Class Icon and managed to open his stat screen. He quickly confirmed that the Perk shielded him from the Instadeath, Petrify, Polymorphy, and Curse ailments, but Poison was conspicuously absent from that list.

It would be very stupid to drink this right now, Simon thought upon putting the cup back on the table. I should probably find myself a food taster or keep Firewand close. 

Simon decided to make a move and cleared his throat. “If I may–”

“You may not,” the empress cut in before he could even begin.

“Let him speak his mind, stepmother,” Louis replied. “Go on, brother?”

“Thank you.” Simon took a deep breath as the ministers looked at him. “For the beastmen problem, I could visit the Imperial Military Academy and our colonies in Telluria in father’s guise, so as to remind the beastmen that the empire will not–”

And then he knew something was wrong.

A numbness traveled up his arm and reached his chest, like ants crawling up his shoulder. First, it was only bothersome, but then came the sharp pain and the shortness of breath. Dizziness seized him and blurred his vision. His other hand instinctively began to scratch his chest as his muscles began to tense beneath his Overlord armor.

“Simon?” Lauriane asked with a hint of concern.

Maublanc squinted at him in suspicion. “Are you feeling unwell?”

Simon tried to answer, but he spat out blood from beneath his helmet rather than words. He had already collapsed to the ground by the time the others bolted out of their seats in alarm.

“Call Firewand immediately!” the empress all but shrieked at someone Simon couldn’t see. “Don’t let him die!”

High Confessor Mastemo and Lauriane immediately laid Simon down to the ground, the former’s hands glowing with holy light. He applied them to Simon’s chest, but it only worsened the pain rather than soothing it.

“The bloody…” Uncle Maublanc overshadowed them all. “The cupbearer! Find the cupbearer!”

I’m burning… Simon’s thoughts faded away into an ocean of pain. His blood was pounding in his ears, and he could feel his heart struggling to keep pounding. I’m burning on the inside…

“Poison,” the High Confessor muttered in horror. “By the Light… there’s an anti-heal effect laced in it!”

“But he should be immune…” Lauriane gasped. “He’s… not immune to poison.”

“He cannot die now!” The empress snarled in genuine panic. “If he dies, the Overlord–”

Simon didn’t hear the rest. His ears had become bloody drums, and when the darkness claimed him to relieve him of the pain, it almost felt like a relief.



He was back at the Crimson Throne.

The bloody chair didn’t seem surprised to see him again… which was weird, now that Simon thought about it. Thrones shouldn’t have feelings, even demonic artifacts crafted by the worst tyrant the world had ever seen. Did it have a will of its own? Or did the spirits of past Overlords taint it with their malice?

Whatever the case, the judgment was swift.


This is the fourth of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Poisoned. 

The Poisoned: You have been poisoned by one of your courtiers—truly a rite-of-passage for all Overlords. You gain Resistance to Poison. 



Poison. He had been poisoned.

How? How?! He hadn’t drunk the wine, or even touched it! And if a drop had spilled, it should have hit his Overlord armor! Not to mention that other councilors had tasted the wine. They should have noticed it even with their ailment resistance or immunities on!

It was with all those questions in mind that Simon woke up in his room, his half-sister shaking him like a tree. “Simon–”

“Father’s dead,” he said immediately. This routine was already growing tiresome. “Gutted open like a fish.”

Lauriane’s eyes widened in surprise. “Did you see it happen?”

Simon wondered what to say before clearing his throat again. His arm still recalled the numbness of the poison traveling through his veins. “Lauriane… what’s an anti-heal effect?”

“Was it related to Father’s murder?”

“I’ve… heard the term in my dream.” Which wasn’t a total lie. “I think it’s linked to Father’s death.”

“I see…” Lauriane stroked her chin. “An anti-heal effect inverts all attempts at magical regeneration. It causes healing spells to damage the target rather than mend their wounds.”

So the High Confessor had been trying to save him, only to make things worse. This probably eliminated him from the list of suspects, although he could have simply been trying to save face or kill him quicker.

“We can discuss it later,” Lauriane decided. “Put on your pants and come with me.”

“Go… go on ahead,” Simon said. “I… I need to clear my mind to recall what I saw… and I already know what we’ll find in Father’s bedroom.”

Thankfully, she didn’t argue. “Very well, but be quick. Your absence will be suspicious, and everyone’s on edge already.”

Simon nodded and watched his half-sister leave with her knight. Once she was gone, he sat on the bedside and tried his damndest to recall any detail he might have missed.

The pain began with the same arm that touched the cup, so it had to be the source of his death. He was certain he hadn’t touched the wine, though.

Could the cup itself have been magically poisoned? But then, how did it affect him through the Overlord armor without skin contact? That had to be the result of an advanced spell or a Class Perk of some kind.

He remembered sitting between Lauriane and Patriate Malphas, though it could have been the cupbearer too, or anybody else. He had no idea what the councilors' respective Classes allowed them to do. For all he knew, one of them could turn any object into a weapon.

But why kill him at all? His scheme had convinced them that his demise would cause the Overlord Class to incarnate in a stranger at random. None of the Magnos would gain anything from it, unless…

Unless that’s exactly what the assassin wants, Simon realized, much to his dread. Lady Shabram voiced the possibility that an outsider had murdered Balzam Magnos. Nobody believed it, but who would benefit from the Overlord leaving the dynasty? They want to topple us. 

Whoever the killer was, they were still in Frightwall Castle and determined to finish the job. Moreover, they were high enough in the hierarchy to know of the limits of the Overlord’s defensive Perks and brazen enough to kill him in a room filled with high level councilors.

Simon wouldn’t tempt them again.

Here goes nothing, he thought as he focused on the icon at the edge of his vision, praying the Light to shine on him with all of his strength. Menu, open. 

A screen showed up and filled him with delight.


Simon Magnos

Level 8 Overlord

Humanoid/Demon

Reign 4/100



The rest showed his stats, including the Titles and the Perks he had already obtained. Simon couldn’t suppress the giddy grin stretching on his face. Levels did carry away from one reign to the next!

This changed everything.

No one would be able to identify him as the Overlord with Anathemic Secrecy I on. He could fly under everyone’s notice, feign normalcy, and finally leave for the Imperial Military Academy; maybe contact the stranger in Telluria and learn more about whatever was going on.

Still, they’re going to kill each other soon if no Overlord shows up. Simon couldn’t let Lauriane die nor risk getting caught in the fireworks. I need a distraction. A shiny lure to keep away from both each other and myself.

He had an idea how to achieve that.



Simon joined the others in his father’s quarters just like in the last few loops. Hardly anybody noticed his presence, and events proceeded as they did last time… until the Keeper of the Throne showed up to read the emperor’s testament.

“I do hereby bequeath my Class, throne, and titles to my chosen heir,” the Keeper read, the entire audience holding its breath. “Laurent Linconnu.”

Simon struggled very much to hide his smile of satisfaction at the befuddling silence that followed the declaration. Everyone exchanged mystified gazes until Thalas asked the question in everyone's minds.

“Whom?”

And when no one managed to answer, all these vipers immediately began to wonder. “Could it be a hidden bastard?” “Is there a noble family with that patronym?” “Why would his Majesty choose a stranger?!”

Simon observed everyone with satisfaction. According to the books he had read, Linconnu was one of the most common family names among the empire’s plebes and Laurent had grown quite popular among would-be parents in recent years. It would be like searching for a needle in a haystack, except the needle didn’t even exist.

Simon knew his plan had worked perfectly when Louis and his supporters stormed out of the room with scowls, and no bloodbath ensued. All the palace’s factions would spend the next few weeks trying to locate Father’s heir, the assassin included; plenty of time for him to leave the capital for Telluria. He hoped to find answers there, and if not, it didn’t matter all that much now. He would be out, out of this viper’s nest for the rest of his reign.

And they would never pull him back in.

  

    
        Chapter 6: The School of the Doomed (1)

    
    
    
    
  At long last, Simon was free to leave.

Days had passed without anyone noticing his Overlord Class or paying attention to him. Louis and Euphemia had forbidden anyone at court to speak of either Father’s death or of his supposed testament, though Simon knew it was only a matter of time until the truth came out. Messengers and soldiers had been sent to find and arrest any Laurent Linconnu they could find. Simon would have wished them good luck if he didn’t know how futile their ordeal was.

In turn, the day he was bound to leave for the Imperial Military Academy came. He had packed his belongings—since he had no intention of ever coming back—with great enthusiasm. He knew he wouldn’t be particularly missed. Only Lauriane came to visit him, and it wasn’t only for sentimentality’s sake.

“Are you certain you do not recall anything else from your dream?” Lauriane asked.

“I told you, all I remember were the words ‘poison’ and ‘anti-heal,’ followed by the sight of Father’s corpse.” It didn’t please Simon to lie to Lauriane, but his Class would literally kill him if he gave more specific details. “I swear I’ll send you a message if I recall anything more.”

“I would appreciate it.” Lauriane crossed her arms. “This stays between us, but Firewand confirmed that the blade that killed Father indeed had an Anti-Heal effect enchanted on it.”

So whoever had poisoned him in the last reign was likely the same person who murdered Father. The plot thickened. With luck, Louis or Euphemia would find the killer for him.

“I still don’t understand why Father would give his Class to some nobody,” Lauriane complained. “What game could he have been playing at? Is this a trial for us?”

“Any progress on that front?”

“Telling you more would put you in danger, especially if you intend to stay away from the succession.”

“Fair enough.” Simon let out a sigh. “I guess this is goodbye then. I’ll miss you.”

“I will miss you as well,” Lauriane reassured him, her expression softening slightly. “I wish I could come to see you take off on the airship, but your retainers will ensure your safety in my stead.”

Simon blinked in surprise. “My retainers?”

His confusion amused Lauriane. “You were not informed? Father saw fit to assign you two men-at-arms before you left for the academy: Leonard Decarabia and Meredith d’Ose.”

He never met them in the previous loop. Did the factions at court keep them away from him when the truth of his Class came out?

“I thought I was supposed to go to the Academy on my own,” Simon replied. While all his siblings had retainers, his father never seemed to consider him more than an afterthought and thus never assigned him any in his youth.

“I suppose that bastard you might be, you still remained a member of the House of Magnos and thus deserving of protection. Or at least I assume so.” Lauriane sighed. “We cannot exactly ask Father for his reasoning anymore.”

That was truly strange. Was it linked to his decision to turn Simon into his heir?

“Decarabia is a marquis line beholden to House Paimon,” Simon recalled with a frown on his face. “And Ose is a baron title.”

“Quite so,” Lauriane confirmed. “Leonard distinguished himself during both the Scaland and Magvolia campaigns as part of Maublanc's vanguards, while Meredith showed enough promise during Tellurian suppression missions to receive a baron title.”

Nobility in the empire followed a rather simple scheme. At the summit of the world were the princes of blood, namely the imperial house of Magnos, their in-laws, and House Paimon. Second only to them were the dukes, rulers of major houses and vast territories. Below were the marquis, who formed a vast motley of senators, ministers, archbishops of the Light, councilors, generals, and other dignitaries, who themselves towered above the even more numerous counts, who formed the administrative backbone of the state.

And finally, at the very bottom, were the barons. Unlike all other nobles, barons ruled over no lands, and though they received a stipend from the state alongside a Vassal Class Crestone, their title was non-inheritable. It was an honorific station usually granted to knights and other personalities who had distinguished themselves on the battlefield.

“You said Father personally picked them for me?” Simon inquired. Was it another one of his tricks? Father had at least informed one other person in Telluria that he stood to inherit the Overlord Class.

“Him or Maublanc, I admit I haven’t looked too much into the matter,” Lauriane replied with a shrug of her shoulders. “While I understand you might want to put some distance between your heritage, considering the circumstances, I would suggest keeping them around. Few students at the academy will enjoy the benefits of Class Users for tutors.”

“What are their Classes? Their political leanings?”

“Leonard is a Dreadnought who voiced his support for the War Party. I was considering recruiting him to my own household until Father decided to send him to you. Meredith is a Valkyrie, and while not vocal about it, she has frequented some Church Party affiliates in the past.” Lauriane chuckled. “Do not worry, I’ve heard they get along far better than Louis and Euphemia.”

That wasn’t exactly a high bar to clear. Simon wondered if either of these retainers had been ordered to spy on him. He doubted so, since he was at the very bottom of the court’s social hierarchy, but he would have to remain vigilant.

“I’ve heard there are six prisoners in the dungeon,” Simon said. “I figured I could recruit one or two, too, put them to good use.”

Lauriane scoffed. “Criminals make for a dubious choice of companions, and I’m afraid you’re too late. Louis already had them taken away for immediate execution.”

Did he? Simon guessed that since there was a lack of an Overlord in the palace, Louis had decided to put them to use to give his troops one last morsel of experience. That didn’t bode well for the empress’ future.

Oh well, it wasn’t his problem anymore. He didn’t particularly care about anyone in the palace besides Lauriane, and she could handle herself.

This reign ought to be one of peace, serenity, and freedom.



Simon had never flown on a mana-powered airship before, and found it to be a pleasant experience.

Magitechnology was almost entirely reserved for military uses, but a few aerial lines catered to imperial nobility, wealthy merchants, or dignitaries traveling from one metropolis to another. The one Simon had taken connected the capital of Marthrone to the Princedom of Beleth in northern Telluria. Father had created this administrative territory specifically for his second son, Dassein, and moved the Imperial Military Academy there to encourage officers to sharpen their skills against beastmen.

In any case, watching the massive juggernaut of a winged ship anchored at the station, climbing up the footbridge, and then watching the lake surrounding Marthrone slowly turn into a puddle through the porthole as they took flight would remain one of the best memories of his life.

By contrast, the posh lobby, while well-equipped, didn’t particularly stand out to him compared to the luxurious Castle Frightwall. Still, the staff had reserved a private space and table for him where he could meet his new men-at-arms around cups of Fablan tea.

Leonard Decarabia and Meredith d’Ose were… well, pretty much how he imagined two noble Class users would look. Both looked a few years older than Simon—though not by much—and wore the purple and golden uniform of House Magnos’ personal guard.

Leonard was a handsome man with the leanness and litheness of a graceful fighter, a clean-shaven face that would melt away many maidens’ hearts, and perfectly combed thick brown hair. His skin was a little darker than the pale complexion of the imperial core regions, so he probably had a Uyo native somewhere in his ancestry. His confident smile and his amber eyes had a strange sharpness to them. He reminded Simon of a hawk on its perch for some reason, well at home in the sky.

Meanwhile, Meredith was the typical imperial hinterlander: a young, beautiful woman with a pale complexion, platinum hair that almost looked like flowing silver reaching to her waist, with two smaller braids on each side of her face. She was slender, with a full bosom and graceful legs. Her pale grey eyes, almost blue, assessed Simon with wariness and perhaps slight apprehension.

Why did Father pick these two out of the entire imperial army to escort him? Were they spies answering to Louis and Euphemia? Or did they know more than they let on? Did Father give them secret orders?

Moreover, the more he looked at Leonard, the more familiar he seemed…

“I think I’ve seen you before, Leonard,” Simon noted. “Weren’t you part of Lord Paimon's personal guard a few years back?”

“I am surprised His Highness remembers me,” Leonard replied courteously. He had such a soothing voice for someone hardly a few years older than Simon. “I indeed served Lord Maublanc before my current station. My sister Tiella currently accompanies his daughter, Lady Anna, as a handmaiden. They are both set to attend the Imperial Military Academy with Your Highness this year.”

“A fortuitous coincidence.” Simon liked Anna, who was kind and had a good head on her shoulders. “What of you, Meredith?”

“Your Highness shall be my first assignment,” she replied politely.

“I see. Did my father give you specific directives?”

Leonard raised an eyebrow ever so slightly. “I never had the privilege to speak with His Majesty. I received my current commission through a decree while I served as a household knight.”

“The same goes for me,” Meredith said. “I have only seen His Majesty during my ennoblement.”

So Father didn’t give them a message... or if he did, they would keep their mouths shut. Disappointing, but not unexpected. A wise man would have kept any sensitive information away from the court and its many spies.

The fact remained that he did officially pick these two with the task of serving him. There had to be more to them than met the eye, considering Father had a hundred lifetimes behind him.

“I find it interesting you seem to have expected His Majesty to give specific orders when it comes to you, Your Highness,” Leonard said. “I have heard no rumors that His Majesty and you were close, yet you believe your assignment represents a special attention on his part.”

The man was sharp. “Is that why you accepted this commission?”

“Besides the fact that the wise do not refuse the Overlord’s will, I do confess a certain curiosity.” Leonard intertwined his fingers. “Most noble bloodlines would see being asked to serve a bastard as a slight, yet His Majesty never had cause to resent nor punish House Decarabia, and we shall receive a generous stipend for our service to you. I find this situation quite unusual.”

“I see.” Simon better watch his tongue around that one. He was much smarter than he looked and might figure out too much. “What of you, Meredith?”

She straightened up in her seat. “I only wish to serve.”

“A good reason. And I suppose that the real one is that being bound to a member of House Magnos will bring you welcome attention?” Her flustered expression confirmed Simon’s doubts. “It’s okay, I don’t mind. I’m not judging.”

“My sincere apologies,” she said, her cheeks pinkish. “I will admit that I am looking for a noble husband, since my baron title will only last one generation, but I swear my search shall not interfere with my duties.”

“I hope so as well.” Though I don’t believe it. Simon didn’t know what to make of having a curious knight and a social climber in his employ. Either could be dangerous, or blow the whistle should they figure out the truth about his Class. “What does your employment contract state?”

Leonard chuckled. “The terms are rather simple. We are to serve His Highness until he no longer needs us.”

“We’ve also been tasked to oversee your training and help you level up once you obtain a Class,” Meredith added.

Oh? That part surprised Simon. All graduates of the Imperial Military Academy were expected to receive a Crestone after completing their final trial, but Father had taken steps to see Simon inherit the Overlord Class…

Was this a smokescreen to ensure Simon had trainers to gain strength from, or had Father been hoping Simon would level-up in another Class before inheriting the Overlord’s power? His own death could have come as a surprise.

What game are you playing beyond the grave, old man? Do you want me to avenge you or something? Simon shook his head. No matter his father’s intentions, their interests aligned.

“Truth be told, I’m looking to sharpen my fighting skills in battle ahead of the Academy,” Simon said.

“A sensible goal,” Leonard commended him. “Perhaps Your Highness would agree to a spar, so that we might evaluate him and help us figure out how to best prepare him for it?”

Simon nodded. Since he had no weapon besides a dagger he kept for emergencies, Leonard lent him his backup sword and invited him to a short spar with Meredith as their only spectator. Simon immediately went on the offensive and quickly noticed the improvement the Overlord Class provided him. He had never been a good swordsman—having received little training besides what lessons Lauriane had time to give him—but it felt like he had practiced for years on end. His strength and speed had also increased, though nowhere near enough when compared to the might he possessed with the Overlord armor on.

In fact, the improvements were too great. Simon forced himself to hold back, even if it meant fighting against his instincts. Showing his strength now would only bring suspicions upon him so he decided to throw the fight.

He was no match for Leonard anyway, who parried all his blows with casual ease and then swiftly slipped his blade past Simon’s defense to press the edge against his throat. The Dreadnought pulled back with a frown on his face.

“Does Your Highness have a Class?” he inquired.

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise. “What makes you think so?”

He immediately realized his mistake when Leonard nodded to himself, his suspicions confirmed. “The way you move is similar to that of individuals with medium proficiency in melee weapons. Martial classes imbue standardized skills which a trained individual can quickly recognize.”

“I see.” Damn it, Simon didn’t know that. Even throwing the fight hadn’t been enough to hide the improvements in his fighting style. “But no, I do not have a Class.”

Leonard watched his face for a second, then nodded. “Of course.”

He didn’t believe Simon, but he wouldn’t push it further. Simon cursed inwardly when he noticed the way Meredith squinted at him. He had to come up with a story to avoid digging his grave deeper.

“Look, there is more than you both know, but I am not allowed to tell you more yet,” Simon said. “I will give you more details when I can.”

Meredith’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “Oh, I see.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“I understand,” Leonard replied with an undecipherable gaze. “Should we expect other orders soon?”

“Perhaps,” Simon replied. As he suspected, by remaining evasive and hinting at orders from unseen superiors, he had let these two believe that their mission went beyond merely protecting one of the Overlord’s bastards; that they had been selected for something so important the details had to remain confidential for now. “For now, your duty is to help me become stronger.”

The more levels he gained, the better he would be able to defend himself from any assassin or overeager kinslayer.



The trip barely lasted five hours, flying by so fast that Simon hardly noticed it. He spent most of it discussing a training regimen with his men-at-arms. Leonard would teach him the ways of the sword and the mace, while Meredith would focus on the spear, alongside the basics of weapon enchantments.

“I am not certain I can cast such spells,” Simon warned her.

“Anyone can cast spells, Your Highness,” Meredith replied. “Classes simply shorten the time required to learn them from decades to years, months, and weeks.”

“Moreover, understanding grants strength,” Leonard added. “Whether or not Your Highness will learn how to cast them, he should at least know how to counter them.”

Fair enough. He trusted their expertise on the matter.

Simon spent the last few minutes of the trip looking through the porthole at Telluria’s plains and the Princedom of Beleth, where he would spend the rest of the year. Located next to a river crossing the great sea of grass, which the beastmen called home, Beleth was a city built for war. Belching foundries and forges spewed smoke so high in the sky that they reached the airship, and its central keep—where Simon’s half-brother Dassein reigned—loomed over moats and stone fortifications separating the inner wards from farmfields and a growing shantytown. The streets looked like a grid from above, likely to facilitate the movement of troops. Simon could see what he assumed to be the Imperial Military Academy’s central building and courtyard inside a ring of black towers and fortifications right next to Beleth’s keep, the place where he would spend the next year of his life.

The airship soon landed at the port amidst imperial galleys, warehouses, and fisheries. Simon climbed down with his men-at-arms and the other passengers, then called a carriage to bring them to the academy. They drove through the grey stone streets until they reached the so-called ‘central ward’ where the Imperial Military Academy was located.

“You’ll stop here,” Simon told his men-at-arms. “Bring my belongings to my quarters. I’ll be catching up to you later.”

Meredith nearly bolted out of her seat. “Where are you going, Your Highness?”

“That is not for you to know,” Simon replied evasively.

“Your Highness, I highly suggest that you reconsider,” Leonard said, very calmly. “Your family has enemies, and our sworn duty is to protect you.”

“I will be fine.” Or at least he hoped so. His mysterious, Devil Brand-wearing contact had assured him he would be safe, but also insisted that he come alone. “I will be meeting someone and return by sunset.”

Meredith opened her mouth to argue, but Leonard convinced her to relent with a glance. “As Your Highness wishes.”

Simon watched the two climb down from the carriage with obvious reluctance, then turned to the human coachman. “I need you to bring me to an address at the Onyx Ward.”

“The Onyx Ward?” the coachman choked. “Sir, that place is crawling with ruffians and ill-intentioned warlocks!”

“Really?” Well, that would be the kind of people his Father affectioned anyway. “I’ll pay extra.”

An extra silver coin convinced the coachman to do as he was told and bring him to the westernmost district. Simon quickly noticed a few startling details. Not only were most buildings shaped from coal-seared black and red bricks, but most people in the streets wore slave collars encrusted with runes around their necks. Nothing like the easily disguised seals his Father put on his personal stock.

The carriage soon stopped near a dead end, right in front of a black house sandwiched between two alley walls so tightly packed the vehicle couldn’t enter it. The building had no windows, only a single wooden door with a ram skull nailed above the threshold. Quite the welcoming place.

Simon walked in front of it, held his breath, and then focused on the telepathic link he shared with his mysterious contact. “I am outside.”

He stood on the threshold a moment until he heard movement on the other side of the door. It slid open to reveal a beautiful young woman with eerily pale skin while a black veil adorned with a golden tiara shaped like a demon’s skull covered long auburn hair falling on both sides of her breasts. She dressed in green and dark robes whose incredibly deep neckline reached all the way to the navel, with a wealth of amulets and rings.

She assessed him for a moment, her lilac gaze reminding Simon of some kind of reptile, before inviting him inside.

“Come in,” she said, her voice so faint he could hardly call it a whisper. “My father has been expecting you.”

Simon clenched his jaw and walked in. The woman softly closed the door behind him, leading him inside a hallway carpeted with elegant rugs, then to a comfortable salon warmed by a large fireplace. An old man was waiting here, sitting at a table with a cup of tea. He was tall and lean, slightly stooped with crinkles around lilac eyes, with a red turban covering his grey hair and a goatee. His clothes were plain yet ample grey robes, and he smelled of herbs.

“Thank you, Cassandra,” he told the woman with a fatherly smile before turning to his guest. “Please have a seat, Lord Magnos. I welcome you to our humble abode.”

“Thank you, I suppose,” Simon replied warily. Something about those two sent shivers crawling down his spine. “Yet I fear I do not know your name.”

“Duchar Honorius, a humble servant to Your Majesty.” The man put a hand on his chest and offered a nod, yet Simon could sense cold calculation behind the courtesy. “Can you… show me? My daughter knows how to hold her tongue.”

Simon briefly hesitated to comply, before deciding that the man already knew the truth anyway. He called upon the Overlord armor and clothed himself in the dark armor of his cursed Class. Cassandra covered her mouth in shock while her father nodded to himself.

“So it was true, His Majesty perished.” Duchar studied Simon’s armor for a moment. He could sense a spell trying to analyze his stats, only to be repelled by Anathemic Secrecy. “Did you slay him, perchance?”

He didn’t sound like he cared either way, which surprised Simon. He had half-feared that this man’s purpose would be one last attempt for Balzam Magnos to strike at his successor somehow from the grave.

“No, I did not.” Simon swiftly banished his Class armor, just in case. “I hoped you might tell me who might have, however.”

“I see…” The old man stroked his goatee. “I’m afraid that knowledge eludes me. My relationship with His Majesty was purely a business venture, you see. He tasked me with the safekeeping of certain legacies and research on his behalf in return for funding my… innovations.”

The way he paused before uttering the last word nearly caused Simon to shudder. “How is it that I have never heard of a scholar with your name?”

“I do not particularly care for academic recognition… and my research often shocks the faint of heart.” The old man’s head tilted to the side, like a curious owl. “Perhaps you would like to see for yourself?”

Every fiber of Simon’s being told him that he should answer no, but he could tell that showing weakness in front of this kind of man was bound to invite even more trouble. His kind only respected knowledge and power. “You may.”

Duchar nodded slightly, then rose from his seat and raised his sleeve. A horn-shaped mark, blacker than ink, was inscribed on his wrinkled skin. Simon instinctively recognized it for the Devil Brand connecting them, and his late father’s handiwork.

The flame in the fireplace suddenly turned blue, and then vanished in a blink. A spiraling staircase leading to a basement appeared coiled inside the floor. Duchar opened his palm and summoned a ghostly will-o’-wisp floating within his fingers to provide light, then walked down the steps. Simon warily followed after, with Cassandra closing the march in silence.

The staircase continued down over sixty feet below ground, then stopped inside a crypt dimly lit by white lanterns on the walls. The air was incredibly fresh for the depth, likely through magic, and sorcerous symbols were etched in the stone. Rows upon rows of strong wooden doors stretched on into the dark.

This place was huge.

“You said your relationship with my father was a business venture,” Simon said. “Did he fund this complex when he raised the city for Dassein?”

“Indeed he did. I was permitted to use it at my leisure so long as I kept certain objects secured for safekeeping on his behalf.” Duchar squinted as footsteps echoed in the hallway. “Here come my latest works.”

Simon froze in dread when he saw them approach. The two creatures resembled walking, gilded skeletons at first glance, but a thick tangle of discolored entrails pulsed and lurched inside their ribs. The disgusting mass of organs wound upward and slipped through their jaws like tongues, while pale lights glowed in the empty eye sockets. They stopped in front of the group without any hostility.

“Stunning, are they not?” Duchar inquired, the flicker of the lanterns causing shadows to dance on his teeth. “Their stomachs are almost lifelike.”

“You’re necromancers?” Simon asked warily without being all too surprised. Father routinely raised the corpses of the dead to fight for him… though Simon couldn’t help but suppress a shiver of disgust when Cassandra stroked one of the creature’s entrail-tongues as if it were a cat.

Duchar smiled faintly. “I wish we were. Alas, the Necromancer Crestone and its wielder remain in Valne, half a world and a continent away. Our kind must content ourselves with Vassal Classes such as Warlock and Witch.”

“Both Classes focus on necromancy, witchcraft, and dark magic.” And they were highly restricted even in the empire’s military. “Did Father give you your Crestones?”

“The very fortnight he claimed the throne. I was only doing my research the… mundane way back then. How His Majesty learned of it I would never know, but I shall forever be grateful for his gift.” Duchar chuckled to himself. “The things he showed me, young man… you would not believe your eyes.”

Simon decided he had had enough of these two. “What inheritance did my father leave you?”

“There.” Duchar pointed at the door near the very end of the hallway. “I stored everything there.”

Simon walked up to the door, opened it, and soon found himself facing some kind of vast mix between a library, a study, and a reliquary. A well-stocked bookshelf stood next to desks drowning under hastily written notes and diagrams, while pedestals displayed curious items, from rubies glowing faintly in the light of lanterns, emerald tablets, a signet preserved in a jar with a finger still attached, a shattered golden orb, and even a lifelike pair of humanoid statues forever trapped in a carnal embrace. A disproportionate amount of objects appeared dedicated to astronomy, like a planisphere of the constellations, a telescope, and a small miniature of the planet and its moons.

“His Majesty would spend days here in the last few years, writing and speaking to himself,” Duchar said. “However great my curiosity, I could never crack the code he used.”

Simon wondered what he meant until he spotted a chalkboard at the very end of the strange exhibit. Words and diagrams were written in a language unknown to Simon, but which he somehow managed to understand thanks to his All-Seeing Overlord Perk; a set of commandments from one Overlord to his successor.

The Overlord’s Will:

Conquer the World.

Regulate the Tribes. 

Enslave the Gods. 

Seize the Gates.

Bring down the Sky.

  

    
        Chapter 7: The School of the Doomed (2)

    
    
    
    
  Balzam Magnos couldn’t organize an archive to save his life.

Simon didn’t know what he was expecting from his father’s secret private collection, but sheer chaos wasn’t it. Books on genealogy sat sandwiched between notes on cosmic astronomy and half-baked plans to invade the western continent. Browsing through it all gave him the mother of all headaches.

Simon didn’t think it was an attempt to befuddle visitors—the code his father used already locked his secrets shut. No, Balzam Magnos simply explored one venture after another before moving on to the next without concern for his successor.

This strongly reinforced Simon’s suspicions that while his father had made contingencies in case he died, he hadn’t seen his demise coming either, or else he would have given his successor directions or clearer hints.

A few general things shone through, however. First of all, Father had become obsessed with astronomy. A good third of the books and instruments revolved around the study of celestial bodies, the zodiac, and star magic. Father didn’t strike Simon as the kind of person to idly explore a science for its own sake, so he must have been looking for something among the stars. Was that part of his commandment to ‘bring down the sky’?

Second, Father had done some extensive genealogical research when it came to the House of Magnos. He had fully recreated the entire lineage all the way to a certain ‘Elios Magnos’, who had apparently lived over four hundred years ago during Overlord Mardok’s time. Nothing too extraordinary at first glance, except for one tiny detail.

That ancient ancestor’s date of death was missing.

Finally, Father had accumulated quite the collection of handwritten and edited maps. Most were meant for military uses, like the detailed layout of Fablan’s royal castle, but the ones showing the known world also represented islands Simon had never heard of. One showed eight crosses spread across the world, with one on Telluria’s eastern edge. The annotation confused Simon.

‘Demonbarrows; at least four of them still missing. Fablan, Uyo? Maybe Muse or Magvolia? Floating continents?’

Demonbarrows? He had never heard of the term. Another map was almost identical to the former, except the crosses showed different places and had names associated with them. One pointed to the Princedom of Beleth with Duchar Honorius’ name written on it.

‘Potential mentors and teachers,’ Simon read the annotation. Did Father expect him to teach necromancy lessons to his heir? So many mysteries and so few breadcrumbs to follow. 

“Have you ever heard of Elios Magnos?” Simon asked Duchar as they browsed his father’s archive. He had allowed the man to check the library and item display in case any of them carried a magical trap of some kind.

“I know no man with such a name, Your Majesty.”

Simon’s tongue clicked in his mouth. “I am no ruler,” he said, “and the world mustn’t know either.”

“Yes, yes, of course, worry not. My daughter and I are not social people. We mostly keep, should I say…” Duchar chuckled. “Dead silent company.”

Good grief, was that what passed for humor among necromancers nowadays? “What about demonbarrows?” Simon asked while showing him the appropriate map. “Do you know the term?”

“Demonbarrows?” Duchar stroked his goatee. “Barrows are burial mounds, so the name should refer to a demon’s burial place… perhaps those are locations where fiends are sealed?”

It seemed Father didn’t trust Duchar with his secrets. Were they related to the reigns?

“I do, however, know what this place is,” Duchar said upon pointing at the cross on Telluria’s eastern edge. “It is the old capital of the kish people.”

“The kish?”

“An ancient beastmen empire that ruled Telluria before the Doom wiped them out. It fell overnight when their capital crumbled into a den of monsters. The beastmen say the imperial palace is still cursed to this day and refuse to set foot in it.” Duchar cleared his throat. “I had a beastman slave who could have told Your Majesty more, but alas, his soul is not with us anymore. I would suggest purchasing another at the market if Your Majesty seeks to learn more.”

The fact that he had to explicitly specify that only the beastman’s soul had departed convinced Simon to quickly change the subject. Why was his father interested in a fallen empire? Endymion didn’t even control that part of Telluria yet.

Then again, should he even investigate? Simon was free of the palace’s intrigue for however long it would take his siblings to realize he had tricked them. Shouldn’t he enjoy his newfound liberty and gain experience rather than pursue his father’s ghost? He didn’t owe the old man a thing.

Simon feared things would not be so simple. “Did my father give you specific directions beyond just keeping his inheritance?”

To his surprise, Duchar nodded in confirmation. “His Late Majesty commissioned two projects from me and cancelled another a few months before his death. I was wondering if you wished me to continue on with it.”

“Why ask me?” Simon frowned. “You owe me no oath of service.”

Duchar smiled slightly. “Your Majesty is the Overlord. I cannot fathom why you would seek to hide it, but surely there will come a time when you sit on the Crimson Throne and my research shall rest on your goodwill. Not to mention that the brand I have received is most useful and that I would rather keep it.”

Cunning old fox… Simon had no intention of ruling as Overlord, whether in this reign or the next, but this suited him just fine. “What projects are you working on?”

“The first project was the development of the obstacle course on the second level. The second was a blood tracking spell meant to hunt down relatives.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Surely a good divination spell should achieve the same result.”

“That would be true in most cases, but Overlord Balzam wanted something stronger. Something that could track a relative through divination protections. A rather odd choice of research, but who am I to question the Overlord’s wisdom?”

Interesting. Did it have something to do with that mysterious ancestor of theirs? Or was Father looking for a way to track down Louis and the others, should they rebel against him? Either possibility was likely.

“What was that about an obstacle course?” Simon inquired.

“This complex’s second level was turned into a trap-filled maze at His Majesty’s insistence for the purpose of testing my… my creations. During his visits, His Late Majesty delighted in releasing living prisoners inside with the promise that they could go free once they reached the maze’s exit, then proceeded to observe them struggle for their freedom with a crystal ball.”

“And, of course, I assume that this exit did not actually exist?” Simon guessed and received a rancid smirk in return. Balzam the Cruel once again lived up to his name. “I assume that you don’t particularly miss the undead you use in this maze, if they’re meant to be tested?”

“Indeed. Should Your Majesty wish to test them himself, I can arrange a handful of duels.”

That was exactly what Simon had been thinking. Destroying undead was about as disturbing as slaying living prisoners, if less guilt-inducing, but it should let him level-up.

“Then you may continue with these projects,” Simon decided. “What was the cancelled one?”

“It was a helm that would copy the wearer’s mind and then overwrite the next wearer’s thoughts with them,” Duchar said with frightening nonchalance. “The goal was to copy His Late Majesty’s spirit and have it possess the next Overlord, hopefully a direct descendant for greater compatibility.”

Simon remained silent as a gravestone, his blood boiling in his veins. That cruel bastard… he never had any intention of letting his children inherit anything.

“Alas, the Overlord’s immunity against mind-reading was too strong for the spell to breach, so we could not copy his mind for a transfer and had to scrap the project,” Duchar said with zero remorse or guilt whatsoever. “A shame, truly. I told His Late Majesty that there were easier ways to safeguard his soul beyond death, like lichdom or reanimation as a ghost, but he wouldn’t even entertain those thoughts.”

“Good.” Simon shook his head in disgust. “Just… Just carry on with the blood relative tracking spell and obstacle course, would you?”

“As Your Majesty wishes.” Duchar cleared his throat. “If I may ask a request of you… Would you kindly bless my daughter Cassandra with the Devil Brand of Sloth? I beseeched your father to do so, but he insisted that I finish the tracking spell first. A stronger apprentice would help me progress faster.”

“Why not?” Simon didn’t see any particular reason to deny his wish, especially since he could remove the brand at will anyway. It would be a good opportunity to test its power.

Simon transformed into his Overlord Class when Cassandra arrived, then attempted to use his Devil Brand ability. He only had to think about it for a floating, ghostly image of Duchar’s own skin-sigil to appear in the palm of his hand.

“I think I can put it anywhere on the body,” Simon informed Cassandra. “Do you have any specific preference?”

“The throat will do, Your Majesty,” she replied. “I wear a choker when I go outside. None will see it.”

“And are you truly sure about this? I cannot remove it without inflicting severe wounds.”

“Life is too short, our time on this earth flies by in an instant, and I have too much to learn,” Cassandra insisted. “His Majesty’s brand will shorten my studies into undeath.”

Fair enough… Simon guessed that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree in this woman’s case. At least these two seemed to have no interest in politics, only their research, which suited him just as well.

Simon pressed his finger against her naked throat. He had never touched a girl this way before, so it felt a bit weird; doubly so when Cassandra whimpered at his contact. The sigil soon materialized on her skin.

“Oh…” Cassandra exhaled with what could pass for pleasure. “I can already sense His Majesty’s power flowing through my bones...”

So could Simon. He immediately detected a new telepathic bond forming between him and Cassandra through her mark, followed by a rush of pleasure and strength.


Level 9 Perk Unlocked: Lord of the Demon Castle I (passive): All Demon-type creatures gain a stat boost when inside Frightwall, yourself included.



“What…” Simon reread the notification and quickly checked his stats. “I’ve leveled-up.”

“One does not only progress in a Class through battle,” Duchar explained. “We gain experience through deeds that resonate with it, and what could be more befitting of an Overlord than to claim a new servant?”

“I see…” Simon pondered the implications. Would he gain an exponential amount of experience with each new Devil Brand he applied, or were there limits? “I will keep that in mind.”

Whatever the case, Cassandra now bore his Brand of Sloth on her skin. It would strengthen her stats and increase her experience yield in return for forever keeping her mind open to him. He guessed that being able to call a witch anytime should prove useful one day.

“Do you attend the academy too?” Simon asked, with Cassandra shaking her head. “I have to leave for it before my retainers worry about my absence, but I’ll be back sometime soon.”

“Your Majesty is welcome in our abode anytime.” Duchar chuckled to himself. “This place is your home now.”



Simon returned to the Academy with some of his Father’s notes, and many more questions. Duchar said he would need some time to prepare the obstacle course for a level-up session, so Simon would probably visit him again next week.

Meredith welcomed him at the academy’s metal gates–having apparently stood there for hours—and led him inside the establishment’s vast courtyard. The students were split into three barrack-like dormitories partly built in the school’s thick outer walls based on their birth. Simon had been assigned to the central one closest to Beleth Keep, which housed a small population but gave its students the most space.

In short, Simon would live with the rich kids and the noble cliques. This annoyed him. He would rather have faded into the background as another student among many, but he was bound to attract attention by the mere virtue of his current accommodations.

His sour mood lasted until he actually reached his quarters. His new room was roughly the size of the one he had at Castle Frightwall, with enough space for a desk and a small table. Leonard was sitting there with two female guests. One was quite the familiar face.

“You’ve kept us waiting, Simon,” Anna greeted him with a smile. “I should chastise you for it.”

Anna Paimon, only daughter of Maublanc Paimon, was Simon’s second favorite person behind Laurianne because she didn’t care about his origins; bastard or not, he was simply a childhood friend so close they might as well have been cousins. A pleasant and healthy young woman with honey hair bound by a red ribbon, freckles, and amber eyes, she dressed more like an adventurer than a noble lady with a leather tunic. Her easy grin never failed to put Simon at ease.

“Anna.” Simon returned her smile and kissed her on the cheek. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“You'd better get used to it, since our rooms are right next to each other. Imagine my disappointment when two guards showed up instead of my dear Simon, whom I hoped to surprise with the good news,” Anna chuckled. “Thankfully, Lord Decarabia was kind enough to entertain us until your return.”

“Her Highness is too kind,” Leonard replied before turning to the last person in the room. “Let me introduce you to my sister, Tiella Decarabia.”

“Greetings, Your Highness,” Tiella replied softly. She was a girl around Anna’s age, with the brownish skin of those descending from the Uyo people, darker hair falling onto her back, and a grey gaze. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“No need to be so formal, Tiella,” Anna said before winking at Simon. “He hates court etiquette.”

“You know me too well,” Simon replied. Anna was one of the few people in the world he actually liked to hang out with. “Glad to meet you, too, Tiella. I hope Anna hasn’t been too overwhelming to deal with?”

Tiella smiled shyly, while Anna lightly punched Simon in the shoulder. “I’m a pleasure to be around, thank you very much,” Anna said. “Not unlike that ass Antonine.”

“Antonine?” Simon snorted. Antonine de Shax was Thalas’ fiancée, and a spoiled, arrogant bitch. “Oh, right, she’s attending this year.”

“Louis’ fiancée too, but that one is very nice, you’ll love her.” Anna rested her head in her palms and smirked at Simon. “Are you studying divine mysteries this year?”

Simon shrugged. He hadn’t yet considered the classes he would pick. “Maybe?”

“You have to pick that class, and join the dueling club too,” Anna said with a tone that brooked no opposition. “It’ll be so boring without you.”

“I’ll think about it?” Simon replied with amusement. He remained adamant about keeping the Overlord class a secret and a dueling club would make it difficult for him to hide his improved strength, but it could provide welcome practice.

This year promised to be entertaining.

That impression lasted until someone opened the door to his room without knocking. That was already quite disrespectful by itself, but the two people who walked in were the very last souls in this world that Simon wanted to see.

The first was Antonine de Shax, Thalas’ fiancée, a young woman as pretty as she was cruel. The refined product of generations of imperial nobility, she cut a striking figure with her curly blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a black corset and dress, putting her voluptuous assets on display. She had a face that could launch a thousand ships, but her smirk… her unbearably smug smirk made Simon want to slap her.

And then there was Thalas.

Thalas was here, at the Academy.

“Ah, Anna,” he said, hardly sparing a glance for Simon. “I was hoping I wouldn’t find you here. Don’t you know better by now than hanging out with Father’s mistake?”

“Prince Thalas?” Meredith asked upon bowing at him. Leonard and his sister followed suit, but with a slight delay.

“Thalas?” Anna gasped in shock. “Now this is a surprise.”

“What are you doing here?” Simon blurted out in shock.

Antonine gave him the most condescending look possible. “Is that a way to talk to your new classmate, bastard?”

She stressed the last word as if expecting it to hurt Simon, but it was the first part of her sentence that shocked him the most. “Are you kidding me?!”

“You’ve heard it right, bastard. I’m attending this year.” Thalas gave him a baleful glare. “And I would stay clear of the future Overlord if you know what’s good for you.”

  

    
        Chapter 8: The School of the Doomed (3)

    
    
    
    
  “By the Abyss!”

“Come on, Simon, don’t be like that,” Anna chided him while Tiella scratched her cheek in embarrassment. The three of them had gathered to decide their courses. “What’s done is done.”

“Antonine I could live with because I assumed she would keep to herself and her posse, but Thalas?” Simon grumbled. “What is he even doing here?! Can someone with a Class even attend this institution?”

“Well, I do,” Anna replied with a chuckle. “Maybe he wants to spend more time with his fiancée. So many things can happen in a school full of handsome men…”

Simon somehow doubted it. The Imperial Military Academy was something of an elite institution to train officers and leaders for Endymion’s army, so the curriculum only lasted a year, and the teachers assumed you had at least some experience… Yet Thalas was blatantly overqualified for the institution anyway. He had learned to wield a Class since he could walk and held the Berserker’s power. This place had nothing to teach him, so why attend it at all besides rubbing shoulders with noble bra–

Ah, I get it. He’s here to recruit. Simon cursed himself for not anticipating this. Euphemia anticipates a conflict with Louis very soon now that they know Father died, so she sent Thalas to find prospects within the imperial nobility.

Every House worth its salt sent a child to the Imperial Military Academy sooner or later for the networking opportunities alone. The graduates would form the empire’s ruling elite, and whoever kept them in their pocket could aspire to the throne even without the Overlord Class.

Why? Why did this have to happen to him? The prospect of spending the year having to share a space with that asshole had immediately shattered most of Simon’s enthusiasm for joining the academy. Simon told himself it was only a year and that he could make it bearable by minimizing the time he spent near Thalas.

He would thankfully be swamped with work anyway. Academy courses were highly modular, but they only had one free day per week and an exam at the end of each month, which would usually involve an exercise in the field or a mock battle, according to what Simon had heard. The mere list of potential subjects already gave him a headache.

“Swordsmanship,” Anna read aloud, “Equitation, Imperial History, Siegecraft, Noble Etiquette and Dancing, Melee and Unarmed Combat, Archery, Tactics & Strategy, Languages, Magical Theory, Divine Mysteries, Artillery, Shipbuilding, Monster Anatomy, Foreign Affairs, Tribal Studies, Arts and Literature…”

That was too many courses for a lifetime. Had the last Overlord designed the schedule assuming all students could redo the year or something?

Considering the risk of assassination, Simon was tempted to take courses that would give him direct practical experience… but Thalas’ presence and the fact that the likes of Leonard could quickly pick up on the fact he had a Class caused him to grow cautious. He decided to avoid Swordsmanship and Melee courses to focus on Tactics & Strategy, Magical Theory, Equitation, and Monster Anatomy. Anna also insisted that he study Divine Mysteries with her, and while he wasn’t particularly interested in the Church of the Light’s teachings, it should provide him with useful information on undead and demons.

“Tribal Studies is the study of non-human tribes like the elves, the beastmen, and the goblinoids, correct?” Simon asked Anna.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “Interested in our colonies’ culture?”

“Somewhat.” Simon mostly wanted to gather information on the kish capital his father had been interested in. “Come to think of it, I wonder if we have other tribe members besides humans among the students.”

“There’s always a handful of smart goblinoids, demons, or beastmen among the students, and I’ve heard we’ll receive our first scalefolk this year,” Anna replied. “I don’t think an elf has ever attended this place, however.”

That didn’t surprise Simon much. While the empire didn’t officially discriminate between the world’s Tribes, the truth was that humans represented the largest percentage of the empire’s free population, and the Church of the Light heavily discriminated against the pagan beliefs most Tribes clung to. Most beastmen, goblinoid, or scalefolk were slaves, and the elves of Illusea had been the empire’s greatest geopolitical rivals since Mardok’s time.

Then again, joining the army was one of the very few paths of advancement opened to non-human Tribes. The few who managed to either pay the academy’s tuition or received sponsorship from a general could eventually rise to the highest echelons, especially if they served under the War Party’s authority. The likes of Louis didn’t care where their troops came from so long as they showed strength and merit.

“I can’t wait to show you the bathhouse," Anna said. “We have a sauna, including a mixed gender one. Perfect to find yourself a wife.”

While Tiella blushed at the suggestion, Simon simply teased her. “The courses haven’t even begun, and you’re already thinking about relaxing?”

“These are my golden years, and I mean to have fun,” Anna replied without any shame whatsoever. “That reminds me, the Dueling Club meets each week on our free day’s morning. Be ready to rise with the sun, or I’ll have to drag you out.”

“You won’t, the rooms’ doors are magically sealed so only students and their designated staff can enter them,” Simon countered. One of the first things he had done today was to check that out to waylay any potential assassins. “Besides, I didn’t sign up for any clubs.”

“Come on, what are the alternatives, the theater troupe?” Anna rolled her eyes. “The gardening club?”

“Private lessons with my men-at-arms.” Anna gave Simon ‘the look,’ much to his dismay. “Fine, fine, I’ll see what I can do.”

“Don’t be late.”



And so began his first day at the Imperial Military Academy.

Dassein was supposed to give a speech to new students, but since he was apparently too busy with the hunt for Laurent Linconnu to do so, the duty fell on the headmaster, Tolstoff Naberius. That man proved as boorish as he was old—partly because he spent half of it thanking the imperial family for their patronage and sucking up to Thalas’ for his ‘august presence this year’—so listening to it all proved a struggle.

All this flattering had the welcome side-effect of causing a large chunk of the students to flock to Thalas’ side to suck-up to him, which ensured that he spent more time paying attention to his sycophants than his half-sibling. A few boys also introduced themselves to Anna and Tiella the moment the headmaster finished his speech, with the former doing most of the talking. Tiella struck Simon as the shy wallflower kind so far, who only spoke when spoken to.

Simon actually liked it this way. He never understood Anna’s urge to talk for the sake of it.

Whatever the case, nobody walked up to Simon for now, but he knew that would change once people realized he and Anna spent time together. At this point, the flatterers and the ambitious would realize that becoming his friend meant gaining access to the Overlord’s niece, and that was an opportunity worth tolerating a bastard for.

For now, he would enjoy these precious first days of relative anonymity.

His first course of the morning was Tribal Studies, which took place in a backroom away from the main atriums. Simon wondered why until he realized only four students had shown up for it, himself included—Anna and Tiella preferred to attend the more popular Swordsmanship course. Two of them looked like bored noble dilettantes expecting an easy course for easy grades, though the third had already opened their notebook before the teacher even arrived in anticipation. It had to be the one person on the campus interested in non-human culture.

“Oh my, we have one more student this year,” the teacher said with a deadpan tone upon entering the room. A gaunt man with pale skin and black hair, he reminded Simon of the corpses crawling inside Duchar’s den. “Oh well, this will be more interactive. My name is Adrien Adrissant, and I shall be your Tribal Studies teacher this year. I also teach Foreign Affairs, so you may see me again if you follow both courses. ”

Simon shrugged and sat at a free desk as the man began a lecture on the history of the world. He actually liked the lack of people present since it would allow some back and forth. There was nothing more boring than someone speaking to a hundred people bored out of their skulls.

He sensed movement to his right and looked up to see a student approaching him. It was a handsome man of Simon’s age with short blonde hair and lilac eyes. While he bore the standard academy uniform, he showed no brooch or sigil that would associate him with a noble family.

“Can I sit here?” he asked, pointing at the desk next to Simon’s.

“Sure,” Simon replied, immediately on edge. Was this the first opportunist knocking on his door? Whatever the case, the stranger sat and began to listen to the lecture.

“All natural life in this world derives from the mana trees and their dryads, themselves seedlings of Illusea’s Worldtree,” Mr. Adrissant explained. “The very first Tribe, and the one almost all others descend from, is the elven one. Elves were one of the first forms of sentient life to appear on this world.”

“Alongside dragons,” the blonde student said.

“Alongside dragons, of course.” The teacher smiled thinly. He clearly disliked being interrupted. “I’ll go over it later, but this is a fascinating case of what we call convergent evolution where distant species independently evolve similar traits.”

The blonde student crossed his arms and hung back, having picked up on his teacher’s distaste.

“Anyway, dryads created the first fairies out of raw mana to serve as their attendants, and those fairies’ naturally born descendants became the Elf Tribe,” Mr. Adrissant explained. “They are a race of near-immortal creatures with a symbiotic connection to mana. So long as they remain in a mana-rich environment, they cannot die, but this also means that elven communities can only exist in close proximity to manatrees like Illusea. Should they try to live in mana-poor environments like our modern cities, they would slowly wither and die.”

Hence why Agnes Firebrand almost never left Frightwall. The castle fed her by the grace of the Overlord, condemning her to an eternity of servitude.

“Over centuries of natural selection, elven subspecies capable of surviving in low mana environments at the cost of a shortened lifespan began to appear and spread out, forming what we call the Human Tribe today. Us. Human hunter-gatherers would then spread out beyond the mana trees’ roots to conquer the seas and continents. Some of these groups would then use primal magic to adopt animal features in order to survive particularly harsh environments, creating what we call the Beastman Tribe today.” One student raised his hand. “Yes?”

“So it would be possible to transform a human into a beastman?” someone asked.

“Yes, of course. Some curses and polymorph spells can turn people into frogs and stone, so growing wings and tails is a relatively simple matter for a talented mage.” The teacher cleared his throat. “However, remember that the beastmen’s ability to shift between humanoid, animal, and intermediate forms is the result of millennia of evolution and selective breeding, so don’t expect to gain their abilities so easily. Not to mention that beastmen traded their physical gifts for a lower intellect. They are a slave Tribe for a reason.”

“Yeah, right,” the blonde student next to Simon muttered under his breath, too low for the teacher to overhear.

“Moving on,” Mr. Adrissant said. “The last Tribe to descend from the elves are the goblinoids, which were the result of an archdemon’s attempt to create foot soldiers by exposing human children to demonic miasma. The Goblin Tribe is by far the most adaptable of them all in spite of their limited intelligence, since individuals quickly evolve into wildly different forms based on their environment. Give them plenty of food and they’ll grow into large ogres; extreme environments result in hardy trolls; let them organize and they eventually turn into relatively smart orcs, and so on.”

“What of demons and scalefolks?” Simon inquired out of curiosity.

“Demons aren’t considered a Tribe, but rather intelligent monsters. They have no ecological niche, and while they can breed with mortals, they are born from places of raw miasma like the Abyss rather than biological reproduction.” The teacher crossed his arms and turned to Simon’s neighbor. “Scalefolk are a different story in that they descend from dragons, who appeared around the same time as the elves. Researchers are still divided on where dragons come from, but most agree that scalefolk are the descendants of deformed and wingless wyrmlings that managed to survive after being thrown out of their parents’ nests. Since those rejects were subjected to the same environmental pressures as humans, they developed similar humanoid features over time.”

“Is that why all lamias are hot?” another student joked, though he was the only one to chuckle.

“Funny,” the teacher replied with the driest tone imaginable, “But factually correct. Most scholars now believe that lamias and mermaids evolved a human torso for the twin purpose of luring foolish humans away from their camps to devour them, and increase the chance of being spared rather than killed outright in case of capture.”

The idea slightly disturbed Simon. “Their bodies are lures?”

Mr. Adrissant nodded sharply. “Remember, scalefolks and dragons may be intelligent, but this is not human intelligence. Beastmen, elves, even goblinoids can feel emotions like we do because we’re closely related; whereas dragonkin brains perceive the world differently. Trying to reason with them is no different than talking to a crocodile. You might reach something of an understanding with the animal with hard work, maybe even what can pass for respect, but it will forget all that ‘affection’ the moment it feels hungry. It is simply its nature.”

“Yet a dragon ruled our empire for over two centuries,” the blonde student pointed out.

“Thanks to a large human administration and the Overlord Class’ Perks helping with that, but point taken,” the teacher replied.

He was more right than he knew. The dragon Overlord Gargauth likely had centuries of experience dealing with humans under his belt.

“You say beastmen are less intelligent than men, then how do you explain the Kish Empire?” Simon asked. The student next to him perked up when he mentioned the kish, strangely enough.

“Skipping forward a few lessons, aren’t we? But as a matter of fact, there is a pretty clear answer.” Mr. Adrissant raised a finger. “Songbirds.”

Simon raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Songbirds?”

“Yes, the Kish Empire—which was the only large beastman nation ever created—was the dominion of a now near-extinct branch of the Beastmen Tribe with songbird-like characteristics; the eponymous kish people. This group quickly realized that their music had a hypnotic effect on other beastmen and animals, which they used to enslave warring groups into a large confederation that ruled most of Telluria… until the Year of the Doom, that is. More proof that beastmen can only thrive under the rule of strong leaders capable of quelling their instincts like our Overlord.” The teacher waved his hand. “But we’ll discuss the kish in due time. For now, we’ll start with steady fundamentals.”

Simon sighed in disappointment. A pity, but not unexpected. At least he had confirmed one teacher knew something about the kish people, so this could help him learn more about whatever his father had been investigating.

The rest of the lesson mostly covered the anatomical differences between the various Tribes, from their physical characteristics to their diets, which was vaguely interesting but not immediately useful. He thanked the professor for his lesson and then prepared to leave for the Divine Mysteries course.

The blonde student from earlier stopped him as he was making his way to the door.

“You’re looking into the kish treasures too?” he asked out of the blue.

Simon froze in surprise. He hadn’t expected that. “The kish treasures?”

“You don’t know?” The student put a hand on his waist in a way that reminded Simon of Lauriane. “The kish were both rich, wealthy, and relatively magically-advanced for beastmen. Many of their riches were buried across Telluria during the Doom, still waiting to be rediscovered.”

Really? Was that what Father had been after? No, an Overlord had no need for gold and plunder. The ‘magically-advanced’ part did pique his interest, though.

“Between us, I’ve heard rumors about a lost palace to the far east,” Simon said, fishing for details.

“You too? According to what I could gather, the whole place is crawling with undead and demons bound to protect the Kish Dynasty’s secret treasure.” The student looked over his shoulder, then leaned over to whisper into Simon’s ear. “Apparently, it’s a relic of divine power.”

“Divine power?” Now that was interesting. Could that be what his father had been looking for? “Not of the Light, I’d assume?”

“My thoughts exactly,” the student confirmed. “Beastmen don’t want to talk about it much because they’re afraid of being burned at the stake. And I’m sure that palace is only one unexplored ruin among many. I hoped this course could teach me more about it.”

“Same.” Simon raised an eyebrow. “What’s your name?”

“Casval. You?”

Simon noticed that he didn’t put forward his family name, unlike literally any other noble beneath the sun. Quite a good sign. “Simon. Just Simon.”

“Well, Simon, happy to meet you.” Casval warmly shook Simon’s hand. Either Casval indeed had no idea who the latter was, or he was among the best actors Simon had ever encountered. “Are you interested in investigating those rumors further? I’m on my way to the Divine Mysteries course, but we can discuss them afterwards.”

“How fortuitous.” Perhaps a bit too much… “I’m actually attending the class as well, so we can talk about it on our way there.”

“Sweet.” Casval chuckled. “We could start a treasure hunting club or something.”

Had he just made a friend? Perhaps the rumors of a kish treasure had indeed spread to the student body and this was all a fortuitous coincidence, yet… yet he had a sinking feeling in his gut.

Something about this Casval put him ill at ease.

  

    
        Chapter 9: The School of the Doomed (4)

    
    
    
    
  Simon bashed the zombie’s skull in with his morning star and sent it flying back.

The creature ended its deadly course into a pool of murky green water at the center of the room, down into depths it would not rise again from. Another barnacle-encrusted shambling corpse tried to ambush Simon from behind, but its nauseating stench and grisly growling gave it away. A blow to the chest tore it in half and caused its already ripe flesh to rot at the point of impact.

Simon had found the morning star in his father’s archive. According to Duchar, it had been enchanted to devour the lifeforce of anyone who touched it, but since the Overlord Perk Unyielding Essence I protected Simon from curses, he could use the weapon with no drawback.

Although Leonard tried to familiarize Simon with multiple weapons and Balzam Magnos prized the sword over all others, he was growing fonder and fonder of mace and polearm weapons. There was something strangely appealing about the noise of cracking bones and the feeling of shattered limbs yielding to his steel.

Is it me that rejoices, or the Overlord Class? Simon wondered while basking in his victory. Four undead lay defeated at his feet, their putrid blood dripping down his morning star’s spikes. No matter, I suppose. This victory is my own. 

Duchar’s voice echoed through the dark room’s hall. “Is Your Majesty satisfied with his performance?”

“Not yet,” Simon replied. Killing weaklings only provided meager experience. Simon could feel it in his bones. He was slowly approaching level 10, but nowhere near as quickly as he had hoped.

Come to think of it, could he put a Brand of Sloth on himself and benefit from its increased yield? Simon wasn’t sure enslaving himself was the right decision, but he could always remove the mark at any time.

Simon tried to summon the Devil Brand and apply it to his skin, only for the phantom mark to fizzle out in his palm. He guessed an Overlord could not contract themselves.

One of the room’s stone walls magically transformed into an open door, as had been the case for the other rooms in the underground maze so far. Simon thought the experience of traveling through dark rooms infested with undead would have been rather harrowing, but he found it quite relaxing compared to his usual schedule.

His first week at the Academy had flown by without issue, mostly because he had little time for himself between the courses in the day, the after-hours training with his retainers, and what little sleep he could get afterwards. Today was his first free day of the week, and Anna insisted that Simon waste most of the morning with the dueling club, a session which mostly consisted of him watching Anna trouncing other students in fencing duels–without using her Class–and failing to convince him to join in. So intense was his schedule that he had made very little progress in investigating his father’s notes since he arrived in Telluria.

Perhaps I should ask Anna to train with me here, if she wants a real challenge, Simon mused as he stepped into the next room. This one housed a jade throne sitting atop a dais, and on which waited a skeleton. Two glowing, bluish-white flames burned in its eye sockets, and unlike all other undead so far, this one was armed with two fearsome scimitars and light armor. This one looks like a cut above the rest. 

Simon warily advanced across the room, with the door closing behind him. The skeleton rose from its throne in eerie silence in response. The way it climbed down the dais and wielded its scimitars betrayed a hint of intelligence, unlike all of its predecessors.

Simon’s suspicions were confirmed when the skeleton suddenly lunged at him in a dash of speed that took him aback. The undead swung its scimitars with dexterity, the blades dancing in a blur of steel. They easily broke past Simon’s defense and slashed at his armor in an attempt to find a weak spot.

A Class outfit was an extension of its user’s mana, a shell born of human will; so while Simon didn’t feel pain at the contact, he could sense the blows hitting him and slowly draining his energy. He swung his mace in an attempt to slay the undead, who quickly dodged with a backstep.

However, Simon did not relent.

Simon was beginning to notice the influence of the Overlord Class’ stats now that he could actually use his full strength. He felt he had become a little quicker on the draw, a little better at picking up details as befitting of the D-ranked Agility and C-ranked Perception, but it was the S-rank Strength and B-Rank Endurance that showed his greatest improvements. Simon had slaughtered his way through dozens of rooms so far without feeling even a little bit winded. He kept swinging his mace left and right without tiring, forcing the skeleton back towards the dais. The undead attempted to block and disarm him by striking at his gauntleted hand rather than flee, which proved a fatal mistake since it allowed Simon to close in.

A single blow to the chest pulverized the skeleton.

Simon couldn’t describe it any other way. The skeleton’s beastplate could have likely stopped most normal humans’ mace with a few dents; instead, his blow shattered it, smashed the ribs apart, and caused the body to splinter into a dozen fragments. He flung them across the room until they snapped against the throne.

This is the Overlord’s essence, Simon thought as he basked in the pleasurable rush of a new level-up. An unyielding and unstoppable advance. 


Level 10 Perk: Miasmic Archmage I (Passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier I, but only those fueled by miasma.



Simon had heard that spells were usually categorized in ten tiers based on their power and complexity, with Tier I being the basics of sorcery and Tier X the realm of the divine. However, he had no idea which spells required miasma of all things.

“That’ll be all for today, Duchar,” Simon said.

A hidden doorway immediately opened to the throne’s right. Duchar walked out of it alongside his daughter, the latter of whom sighed upon glancing at the skeletal parts spread across the room and complained, “Another failed design.”

“Was it your creation?” Simon inquired against his better judgment.

Cassandra nodded slightly. “The vessel used to be a great warrior once. I sought to preserve him in death, but all I could save were his skills.”

“What matters is your progress, my daughter,” Duchar reassured her. “Preserving the soul of the dead is the apex of necromantic science. That you allowed your creation to retain enough of its fighting skills to briefly challenge His Majesty is an achievement in itself.”

“I’ve heard that undead are the result of souls touched by the Dark’s malice and prevented from reincarnating,” Simon said upon recalling his Divine Mysteries course, “and that only the Light of Pharis’ mercy can free them from this torment.”

Cassandra smiled faintly. “I hope Your Majesty does not believe in that nonsense.”

“There are a Light and Dark, but to assign them intentions like malice, let alone opposition, is a farce,” Duchar added. “These forces are no more intelligent than time or gravity.”

“Interesting.” Although Simon didn’t particularly trust a pair of aspiring necromancers, hearing the same story from multiple sides was always wiser than listening to only one. He guessed he could compare their tale with his Divine Mystery course to ascertain the truth for himself. “Is the Dark the Abyss from which demons sprang for?”

“Not quite. The Abyss is a most potent wellspring of the Dark, but the Dark stretches far beyond this place or its demonic denizens. The unnatural, the undead, curses, miasma, fear, anxiety, fury… The Overlord.” Duchar chuckled darkly to himself as if laughing at a joke only he could understand. “All of these things are of the Dark. It is an invisible force permeating everything that our senses cannot perceive unless it is heavily concentrated.”

His tone brimmed with reverence, and the glimmer in his eyes was as bright as any zealot. Simon could tell that the man would gladly answer any question on the subject and then some.

“I’ve heard miasma is mana corrupted by the Dark,” Simon inquired. “Is that true?”

“Corrupted is such a vile word, and inaccurate,” Duchar almost purred. His enthusiasm for the subject was palpable. “Miasma and mana are two sides of the same coin. Mana is the essence of all living things that sprang from the Worldtree. It is, shall we say, a colorless force, easy to manipulate and soaking in the emotions of its users. Does a mage ‘corrupt’ mana when shaping it to their will? Miasma is merely mana that is soaked in the essence of the Dark.”

A verbose and academic way to say that yes, miasma was Dark-corrupted mana; which probably explained why Duchar argued the Overlord to belong to this force, since the Class was uniquely powered by miasma rather than mana.

“Spells using miasma cover what some traditionalists would consider ‘unnatural’ magic, such as necromancy, diabolism, curses, rituals, some branches of astromancy, and chronomancy, too,” Duchar explained. “It is a narrower branch of sorcery than what is taught in most institutions, but a potent one nonetheless.”

“I see.” Simon nodded to himself and reached a decision. While he wasn’t especially keen on delving into demonic powers, strength was strength, and he needed more. “I have unlocked the ability to learn and cast Tier I spells requiring miasma rather than mana. Can you teach them to me?”

“I could teach His Majesty… but I would humbly suggest that you allow me to assign the task to Cassandra.” Duchar stroked his goatee. “Reviewing your father’s legacy takes time, you will agree, and I am at a very critical juncture in my research… I will be more than glad to take over Your Majesty’s training in a few years once you are ready to practice more advanced arts…”

In short, he didn’t want to deal with the hassle of teaching beginner spells to Simon if he could skip that step.

“Fair enough,” Simon replied before facing Cassandra. “Do you feel up to the task?”

“It would be a pleasure to initiate Your Majesty into our arts.” Cassandra seemed delighted by the proposal, much to Simon’s surprise. He would have expected her to consider it a chore.

“Wonderful,” Duchar said upon taking his leave. “I leave the matter to your tender care then, Cassandra.”

The old man left them alone without a word, with Cassandra studying Simon with a small, wicked grin. He suddenly realized he had never spent time with the woman alone before without her father.

“My own apprentice…” Cassandra chuckled darkly. “Your Majesty will forgive my enthusiasm. I did not expect to teach another mind for at least a decade or so.”

“I… I am glad you are happy about it.” She struck him as quite the odd bird. “I hope we’ll get along.”

“I am sure we will. Your Majesty is certain to become a quick learner through their Class.”

“Because of its Perks?”

“Because of its nature.” Cassandra joined her hands. “Most Classes are born of mana, and spells are merely mana shaped to achieve a desirable outcome. For most, to cast spells with miasma is difficult because it requires an extra step to alter the mana’s nature first.”

“So it is the reverse for the Overlord?” Simon guessed. “I will have an easy time casting spells from miasma, but normal mana spells will become harder for me to practice because my Class naturally channels miasma?”

Simon wasn’t sure how to feel about that. It was like closing off ninety percent of something just to have an easier time in the remaining ten percent; sure, miasma spells sounded stronger than the rest, but that power came at the cost of versatility, not to mention that rarity meant fewer competent teachers capable of guiding him.

Was that what Father’s notes on potential mentors referred to? Simon guessed he should put someone on the case.

Cassandra sensed his unease and swiftly soothed it. “Your Majesty will not mourn mana long when they see what our arts can achieve.” She pointed at the throne. “Shadowchain.”

Four black, barbed chains immediately burst out of the spot which she pointed at as if summoned from some infernal, shadowy realm beyond the naked eye. They coiled around the throne with such strength that its jade cracked. They then swiftly disappeared into a cloud of miasma.

“Shadowchain is a very simple Rank 1 miasma-powered spell,” Cassandra explained. “Your Majesty simply needs to channel their miasma onto a given surface, focus it, and then shape it into a chain’s shape.”

That sounded so simple and yet so complex.

“First, we will begin with mana and miasma detection exercises so Your Majesty might better understand the structure of spells even without his Class, and then we shall follow that up with practice,” Cassandra said. “Miasma answers most easily to aggressive emotions such as anger, fear, hatred… the Shadowchain spell will come easier to you should you picture yourself binding a loathed target.”

Simon glanced at the broken jade throne. “Who did you imagine sitting there?”

“My mother.” Cassandra’s lips curved into a dark smirk that sent shivers down Simon’s spine. “Can Your Majesty think of a hated one they would wish pain upon?”

The image of a certain Prince Thalas immediately came to mind.

“Yes,” Simon replied. “Yes, I can think of someone.”



It barely took Simon an afternoon to learn Shadowchain.

Well, ‘learn’ might not have been the best word there. Simon felt more like he had rediscovered the spell, as if it were a memory the Overlord Class buried deep in his mind and only needed a little exercise to recall.

To learn was not the same as to master, though. Simon only managed to summon one chain compared to Cassandra’s four by the time the lesson came to an end. More practice would be required, but Simon didn’t mind. Picturing himself choking Thalas with shadowy chains of pure physical anger was quite the therapeutic experience.

“Your Majesty should rejoice over their fast progress,” Cassandra told him upon escorting him back to her home’s threshold. “It took me weeks to learn how to cast that spell, not hours.”

“Your praise should go to my Class, not me,” Simon replied. The magic almost came instinctively to him. “Miasmic Archmage and an S-rank in Magic make for quite the deadly combination.”

“Your Majesty sells himself too short. Miasma answers the caster’s will. The Class only strengthens it, and you are strong in the Dark.” Cassandra bit a nail, her expression thoughtful. “I wonder if that was the reason why Your Majesty’s father chose him for an heir.”

“I doubt it,” Simon replied. If he had an affinity for anger and unpleasantness, then the likes of Thalas had to be geniuses. “I might as well be a saint of the Light when compared to some of my siblings.”

“Is that so? Yet it is the brightest light that casts the deepest shadows.” Cassandra opened the door outside. “In any case, I will be happy to welcome Your Majesty for another lesson next week.”

“Only if it’s no bother to you,” Simon replied. “I do not wish to intrude.”

“Quite the contrary, I am looking forward to His Majesty’s company. The dead are good listeners, but I do enjoy talking to the living from time to time.”

Simon guessed that having a father like Duchar and being a closet necromancer didn’t lend well to an active social life. He thanked her for her assistance and then exited the house, with Cassandra softly closing the door behind him.

He barely took a few steps until he spotted a most unwelcome sight at the end of the alley.

Meredith.

Meredith was here, biting her lips.

“What are you doing?” Simon hissed in anger. Had she seen Cassandra? Thank the Light he had canceled his Overlord outfit at the lesson’s end. “I ordered you not to follow me.”

Meredith took a deep breath and held her ground. “Your Highness, is that woman–”

“It's none of your concern.”

“Your Highness forgives me, but it is.” Meredith straightened up like a soldier mustering the courage to face an angry superior, which she was. “I swore an oath to your father and Endymion that I would serve and protect you. Should any harm befall you, then Leonard and I will suffer for it, along with our families.”

Simon winced. He had forgotten that Balzam the Cruel was still alive and seated on the Crimson Throne as far as the rest of the world was concerned. Meredith believed that she would answer to him should anything happen to his son while he remained under her watch; an understandably frightening prospect.

“Your Highness, I wish you no harm, yet I cannot understand why you would visit this den of thieves without our escort,” Meredith said. “Is that woman blackmailing you, or–”

“I’m courting her.”

The lie flowed easily and had the desired effect. Namely, it took the wind out of Meredith’s sails and caused her cheeks to flush red. “Oh,” she stammered. “I, uh, I did not…”

“It is okay,” Simon reassured her. He would have to tell Cassandra about the lie to ensure there wouldn’t be any issues with the story. Meredith and Leonard would know better than to dig deeper afterwards. “You’ve seen Thalas, so you understand why I would rather wish to keep it a secret.”

“Y-yes, of course.” Meredith cleared her throat in embarrassment. “I am truly sorry to have doubted, Your Highness, but there is no need to keep your affairs secret from Leonard and me. We are sworn to service and secrecy.”

Oaths were wind. Simon knew better than to trust them. “Do you have anything to say besides interrupting my date?”

“Yes, I have come to give my report on my investigation of Casval.” Meredith sounded relieved for the chance to change the subject. “His family name is Ashmodai.”

Simon frowned. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Likely because they are not a noble house. Casval’s scholarship was supported by the marquis of Forneus, whom he apparently served as a retainer and man-at-arms. He seems to have impressed the marquis enough for him to pay for his tuition.”

“Forneus, Forneus…” It didn’t take long for Simon to remember the name. “Didn’t they side with Overlord Gargauth when my father and Euphemia revolted against him?”

“Indeed, Your Highness. Their misplaced loyalty cost them most of their territory once Gargauth fell. They have been desperate to regain their lost glory by lobbying other families for marriage alliances and by aggressively sending youths to the army to build new political connections.”

“Youths like Casval?” Simon guessed. “So that’s it? He’s just looking to forge royal connections?”

“I would assume so. Casval rose to the attention of House Forneus through his work and talent, so being useful to House Magnos could present new opportunities for career advancement.” Meredith cleared her throat, since she seemed to realize the situation could easily describe herself too. “Approaching Princess Anna directly might have been too obvious an attempt.”

So he decided to work his way up by approaching Simon, as he suspected would happen. Oh well, Meredith was right about one thing: Casval was useful, at least on the Kish research front. Simon saw no issues with introducing Casval to Anna, should he continue to help him with his investigation. That would be a fair price for his assistance.

“Good job,” Simon congratulated his retainer. “Have you found anything on the Kish otherwise?”

Meredith scowled in embarrassment. “I thought I had a lead, but…”

“But?” Simon encouraged her. “Anything will help.”

“The Kish beastmen are a very rare breed nowadays, but one of them entered imperial custody recently; an agitator with a Vassal Class trying to encourage rebellions among the beastmen groups Lord Dassein had pacified. Since she was quite the exotic beauty, your half-brother saw fit to transfer her to the capital in case His Majesty Balzam Magnos wished to add her to the imperial harem.”

Simon quickly put two and two together, much to his horror. “Don’t tell me that she was a prisoner at Frightwall?”

“She was.” Meredith gulped in embarrassment. “Unfortunately, Lord Louis decided to empty the dungeons, and I have not been able to ascertain her current location. I fear your lord brother had her executed.”

So the sixth prisoner was a Kish beastwoman? Simon grumbled as the pieces started falling into place. Father probably ordered Dassein to send her to him so he could interrogate her personally, until his death threw a wrench into that plan…

That lead was dead in the water. Such a pity.

“I am sorry I could not find out more, Your Highness,” Meredith apologized.

“No, no, you did very well, Meredith. Very well.” Enough that Simon was now considering putting her on the trail of his father’s ‘mentors.’ “I am happy with your service.”

“Your Highness is too kind.” Meredith bowed slightly. “If I can do anything else for you, you only need to ask.”

“Actually, there is something you could help with.” Simon crossed his arms. If she was indeed serious about her oath, then he could start exploring new options. “You wished to teach me weapon-enhancing spells. Do you know any Tier I spells using miasma?”

“I know one, Dark Saber. The spell infuses a melee weapon with the power of darkness for a short time.” Meredith coughed. “I would not recommend that Your Highness start learning weapon enchantments like that one. Casting miasma spells is… difficult for a beginner.”

“Of course, we’ll begin with easier ones.” Simon knew better than to show a unique affinity with miasma, since it was bound to raise suspicions. “Still, it won’t hurt if you just show me how it works.”

And once she did, he had a full school year and a secret maze to reverse-engineer it.

  

    
        Chapter 10: The School of the Doomed (5)

    
    
    
    
  Mr. Adrissant was late.

Simon found that quite unusual. He had been attending the Tribal Studies course for nearly three weeks now and the teacher always arrived on time—something that couldn’t be said about many people among the faculty. Simon had been obsessively checking the door for over fifteen minutes, expecting Mr. Adrissant to come in anytime now.

Two surprising guests showed up in his stead.

“Disappointed?” Anna teased him as she walked up to Simon with Tiella in tow. The princess carried a small newspaper in her hands. “Were you expecting someone else?”

“I’m always happy to see you, Anna,” Simon replied warmly as she and Tiella sat next to him. “I’m just surprised. I thought you didn’t take this course?”

“I don’t follow this course, but I figured I should check for myself what was so interesting about it that you would never miss a class. That and I wanted to ask about that handsome blonde guy you’ve been hanging out with lately.”

“Casval?” Simon raised an eyebrow. He knew the two of them had spent the last week or so together to study the Kish now and then, but he didn’t think others would have noticed. “Handsome?”

“Well, he’s more handsome than you, but only because you don’t dress well.” Anna stroked her chin and pretended to study Simon. “What do you say, Tiella? Would you prefer him naked or in a uniform?”

“Anna!” Tiella’s cheeks flushed red. “That isn’t funny!”

“Ignore her,” Simon replied. He had spent enough time around Anna to not let her teasing get through to him. “The woman feeds on shame.”

“Nonsense, I only feed on embarrassment.” Anna smiled upon spotting Casval entering the room. “Ah, here’s Simon's boyfriend.”

“I would know if I was, Your Highness,” Casval replied with absolute calm and nerve, which only pleased Anna further. The young man walked to Simon’s side. “May I?”

“Of course,” Simon replied while doing his best to ignore the leers Anna and Tiella sent Casval. Was he really that handsome? “Unfortunately, the teacher’s late.”

“I’ve heard the teachers are holding a faculty meeting,” Casval replied. “To discuss a letter from the capital or something.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.” Anna tossed Simon her newspaper. “Check for yourself.”

Simon did so. The Empire’s Voice was the imperial heartland’s main newspaper—since authorities tightly censored all information—and generally reported government-approved weekly news across the land. His brow furrowed as he browsed the title.


Is Ser Richard of Lore the new Paladin? 

Renewed calls for the Linconnu families to come forward to settle their inheritance. 

Empire in mourning after the death of Patriate Malphas, our beloved Treasurer.



“Patriate’s dead?” Simon immediately checked the appropriate article, paling as he did. “His daughter Elaine, too?”

“She was supposed to attend this year,” Anna confirmed with some sorrow. “A shame. She was around our age.”

The article said Patriate and his daughter died of natural causes, but only fools would believe that. Simon could only think of one explanation: the knives had left their sheaths and factions at the palace had begun to take each other out.

While Patriate himself was only a baron, his sisters had married Duke Flauros and Duke Eligos, both of whom belonged to Louis’ War Party. They were sure to retaliate against whoever struck down their kin.

Thank the Light Simon moved away from that mess. What happened to Patriate and his daughter was sad, but better them than him.

“I wanted to introduce you to Louis’ fiancée, but she’s gone too. She left the city without a word a few days ago.” Anna stared straight into Simon’s eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

Simon bristled upon setting the newspaper aside. “Why would I?”

“Father was recalled to the capital around the time you left, and he hasn’t sent me a letter since.” Anna leaned closer to him. “Come on, you shouldn’t keep secrets from your beloved honorary cousin.”

Casval thankfully came to Simon’s rescue. “The only secret we’re working to uncover is that of the Kish treasure, Your Highness.”

“Treasure?” A spark of interest glinted in Anna’s gaze. “Simon, what have you been keeping from us?”

“It’s just a rumor,” Simon replied. He didn’t particularly want Anna to put her nose into his affairs. Better to stay evasive–

“We’re investigating the ancient treasure of the Kish Empire and their palace to the east,” Casval said. “Would Your Highness be interested in joining us on our quest?”

Damn it, Casval!

“A treasure hunt, now that’s interesting,” Anna said with a wide grin. “How about we discuss it tonight at my place? We can hold a study session and then talk about treasures all night long.”

Simon sent Casval a silent glare, who pretended not to notice. Did he have any idea what he had done? Anna couldn’t hold her tongue to save her life!

This class couldn’t start any sooner.

Unfortunately, the wait stretched on for several minutes until the noise of a commotion erupted outside the classroom. Simon was about to check it out when a most unwelcome lot entered the classroom.

“What did I tell you, Anna?” Thalas said, glaring at a shocked Simon. The prince’s posse had grown to include his fiancée, half a dozen dukes' sons, and other noble opportunists. “You deserve better than hanging out with trash.”

“Thalas?” Anna asked, taken aback. “Don’t tell me that this course struck your fancy, too?”

Thalas let out a bellowing laugh. “Why would I care about the lives of human animals?” he sneered at Simon in disdain. “I just came to personally inform the bastard, out of the kindness of my heart, that this course has been indefinitely suspended by order of High Confessor Mastemo.”

“What?” Simon blinked in shock. “Why?!”

“The study of the Tribes has been folded into the Divine Mystery course so that students can receive an education fitting the tenets of the Light. My mother, the Empress, found this academy’s lack of faith most concerning and decided we should reignite it in our youth’s hearts.”

Simon scowled in annoyance. Did Thalas pull strings to cancel the course simply because his hated half-brother attended it? While Simon knew Thalas might be petty enough to do that, the order apparently came from High Confessor Mastemo, and he wasn’t the kind to bend to a prince's caprice.

It was more likely that the academy’s leadership had folded to the Church Party and let them take over. That didn’t bode well, both for Simon’s investigation into the Kish and his personal safety. Dassein ruled the city and was a War Party supporter; he couldn’t take this challenge lying down. The crossfire would be something to behold.

No wonder Louis’ fiancée was gone. He had likely recalled her for her own safety now that Euphemia was taking steps to secure the Academy for herself.

Simon cursed his rotten luck. He had traveled countless miles from the capital to escape his home’s politics, only to have them catch up to him.

The day had already started badly enough, and now Thalas decided to worsen it by putting salt in his half-brother’s wounds. “I am disappointed by the company you keep, Anna,” he said. “I’ve heard you insisted on keeping the bastard’s room next to yours.”

She did?

“What does it matter, Thalas?” Anna replied without denying it. “He’s family too.”

The scowl on the prince’s face grew dark with cold fury. “Family?” he all but spat the word. “His peasant mother’s only grace was that she was pretty enough for our father to rape.”

Simon had grown so used to his half-brother’s mockery that most of them slid off him like water on a rock… but that lie, that calumny which had pursued all of his life, was the exception. His blood boiled in his veins, and he glared at Thalas with all the hatred that the princeling inspired in his heart. Tiella sank into her chair, trying hard not to be noticed, while Casval watched the scene with an unreadable expression. Only Anna appeared as outraged as Simon.

“Thalas, apologize immediately,” Anna said coldly.

“For what, saying the truth?” Thalas’ smile had all the sweetness of rancid butter. “Besides, it must have been the only noteworthy day in her life. The bastard should thank me for keeping the memory of her alive.”

Some members of his posse laughed despite there being nothing funny about his words, because the wise and the ambitious always found princes witty. Anna was gritting her teeth in cold fury so hard that Simon could hear them from his seat. He could have fallen in love with her on the spot for that gesture alone.

Every fiber of his being demanded that he punch Thalas in the face, break his nose, and make him pay for his words. Yet not only did Simon know he was more likely to break his hand than inflict any damage on Thalas, he could tell the prince wanted him to do so. He was baiting Simon to try his luck and fail so he could demolish him in return and impress his posse.

So he used a deadlier weapon instead; the truth.

“Every time I look at you,” Simon said coldly, “I remember why Father didn’t choose you.”

That hurt him more than any punch, mostly because he knew Simon was right. Thalas froze, first in shock, then in impotent rage. His posse continued to laugh for a while until they noticed his shaking hands, at which point they began to nervously shut up.

“What did you say, bastard?” Thalas asked with a dangerous tone, trying to intimidate his half-brother into silence. It might have worked if he hadn’t just insulted Simon’s mother and her honor.

“You disappointed him the moment you emerged from the empress’ thighs without her third eye and summoning power,” Simon replied. “You have none of Louis’ talent, Lauriane’s intellect, Dassein’s valor, or even Norbelle’s affinity for magic. Maybe if you had an ounce of their skills, then he would have chosen you as his successor instead of a stranger.”

Simon’s back hit stone in the blink of an eye.

He couldn’t see Thalas move, even if he had expected him to. He pulverized the desks on his way to Simon, with Casval barely ducking out of the way and a screaming Tiella being thrown back at Anna. Thalas’ hand seized Simon’s throat and slammed him against the wall in front of all the shocked students so hard the stone cracked. His grip was shaking with hatred.

“Thalas!” Anna shouted as she helped a shocked Tiella back to her feet, her body surging with mana as her clothes transformed into her Lord Class outfit. A light blue silver armor consisting of a breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves appeared, alongside a small red cloak. “Enough!”

Thalas ignored her, his gaze glaring at Simon alone. “No one can do anything if I decide to kill you here and now, bastard.” And he meant it too. “No one can stop me, and no one can avenge you.”

He was right, but that only infuriated Simon further. He wanted nothing more than to transform into the Overlord, to let this spoiled princeling see for himself how little his Father considered him, to smash his morning star into his stupid face… and he would have done so had he been a less cautious man.

Simon had other means of pressure, however, and he had already seen Thalas fold before.

“Do that and the truth comes out within the hour for all the empire to hear,” Simon said.

Thalas winced as if he had been slapped in the face.

“What did you think? That I wouldn’t prepare for the day you came for me? You, who has wanted me dead just for existing for years?” Well, Simon didn’t actually prepare anything since part of him knew he would go back in time, but he had considered it. “So I have taken precautions. Kill me, and our family’s dirty little secret gets out.”

“What secret?” Someone in Thalas’ posse asked unwisely.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Thalas replied, his confidence shaken. The Overlord’s demise and the loss of his Class was still a carefully kept information that no one at court wanted to get out. “You’ll be dead within the day!”

“Read my lips, asshole.” Simon leaned closer, his forehead touching that of his loathed half-brother. “I hate you enough to.”

And when Thalas met his gaze, he knew it was no empty bluff.

“Enough!” Anna shouted, with a rapier of light and mana materializing in her hand. “Thalas, release him now! Now!”

Thalas glared at her, but he chickened out like in the last loop. His hand released its grip on Simon’s throat and let him gasp for air.

He considered the pain a small price to pay for victory.

“If you are still in this school by the morning, bastard, then I’ll have you hanged,” Thalas stated angrily before storming off with his sycophants in tow to lick his wounds. What a coward he turned out to be when things didn’t turn out his way.

“Are you insane?!” Anna snapped at Simon the moment Thalas left. “Do you want to die?! He can and will kill you!”

Simon had expected more support and held his ground. “What, I should have let him insult my mother in public? How would you have reacted if he had done the same with yours?”

“No, but…” Anna seemed torn between tearing him a new one for the risk he had taken and agreeing with him for standing up for his mother’s honor. “I’ll smooth things over, but don’t you dare try that again! Tiella, come with me.”

“Y-yes,” Tiella replied meekly as she followed Anna out of the room. Only the Tribal Studies students remained, all of them looking at Simon in uneasy silence.

“Get lost, class is cancelled,” Simon told them. They took the memo and left, with the noticeable exception of Casval. “You’re still here?”

“Something bothers me about His Highness,” Casval said. “Is his name Thalas, or Thal-Ass?”

Simon couldn’t help but chuckle at his moxie. It was dangerous to mock a prince, even in private. “Both are appropriate,” he replied with a sigh. “Seriously, Casval, you should leave. Thalas is not to be trifled with. Whatever you hope to gain by sticking to me, he will take it away.”

“Noted.” Casval didn’t sound intimidated in the slightest. Did he understand the seriousness of the situation yet? “Are all of Magnos’ children so unbearable?”

He didn’t seem afraid to speak his mind, which was either naive or reckless. Simon took a deep breath. “Many of them are.”

“I thought so.” Casval studied Simon’s face for a second. There was something strange about his gaze, but Simon couldn’t put his finger on what. “You must hate them too.”

Simon pondered the question. Did he hate his entire family? That was too strong a word. “Only some,” he replied honestly. “Lauriane and Dassein are nothing like Thalas, and I don’t have anything against Louis.”

“I see.” Casval nodded, his expression thoughtful. Simon couldn’t quite explain it, but he sounded almost… disappointed for some reason. Had he been fishing for gossip? “Anyway, I hope we can hold that study session tonight once Her Highness Anna calms down. Her help would be precious.”

“I don’t think you’re taking this argument as seriously as you should. A prince of blood threatened to kill me in public.”

Casval shrugged his shoulders. “My sister nearly killed me once, and it has not stopped us from cooperating. Blood is blood.”

There was something terribly wrong about this sentence, but Simon was too tired to argue. He left Casval and elected to return to his room for the rest of the day. Anna would forgive him for skipping the Divine Mystery class after this.

What was Thalas’ problem? The princeling had wanted Simon dead ever since they met for a reason he could never fathom besides his birth with venomous passion. He was very much capable of following through with his threat to hang him tomorrow, though he would probably try to consult his mother first. Thalas never did anything the empress didn’t approve of first.

Should Simon leave the academy? Thalas could easily make his life here unbearable for his half-brother, even with Anna in his corner, and the conflict between the imperial parties would no doubt spill over to this princedom, too. Leaving in fear of that bastard would leave a sore taste in Simon’s mouth, but it wasn’t like he could beat him in a fight…

…

He could defeat Thalas.

It suddenly hit Simon that he could, in fact, take revenge on Thalas. The Crimson Throne offered him the possibility on a silver platter. The ability to turn back time could let him gather both the information and levels required to humiliate the princeling or best him in a fight. The mere thought of smashing that asshole’s face in with the Overlord’s morning star sounded so sweet in his head.

He had told himself that the best revenge would be to live happily away from his family, but that was back when he lacked the tools to fight back; back when he didn’t have the world’s strongest Class in the palm of his hand.

He wasn't ready now. Maybe he wouldn't be in many years either. But he could be ready one day, and the possibility alone filled Simon’s heart with hope.

I can become strong. Stronger than Thalas, or even Louis. I could leave him a bruise for every insult. Simon clenched his fist. He could sense the Overlord Class delight at that fantasy within him. The miasma it was born of fed on his spite and anticipation. It finds revenge more delectable than secrecy. 

Ensuring his own safety would come first, but one day… one day he would give Thalas a taste of his own medicine.



Simon spent the rest of the day practicing his spells in his room, alone.

Although Meredith had shown him Dark Saber only once and focused on other weapon enchantments since, Simon was finding it relatively easy to reverse-engineer the spell. It simply involved channeling miasma into a weapon and turning it into solid darkness. The Overlord Class already did the first step for Simon, so he only had to practice on the second.

He could have sworn he had an easier time with this than yesterday. He had grown more in tune with the Overlord Class now that he had decided to use it to take revenge on Thalas one day. Simon guessed that the desire to crush and subjugate hated enemies was instilled within the Crimson Throne’s very core.

He would have loved to say that other weapon enchantment spells came to him as easily. Cassandra was right, channeling miasma rather than mana meant he had a harder time learning conventional spells. Meredith had never said he was a slow learner during practice, but he could see her thoughts written all over her embarrassed face.

He didn’t think he was entirely locked out of learning non-miasma spells, but the effort required felt less and less worth the result. It was like trying to outswim a mermaid. Sure, someone might be able to do it with intense training, but they would be better served working on their strengths rather than compensating for their weaknesses.

The strangest part was that the difficulties carried on even when Simon didn’t put the Overlord Class's outfit on. Inheriting it had changed his natural mana affinity on a fundamental level. He wondered what that meant, should he ever get his hands on another Class’ Crestone. He knew it was possible to wield multiple Classes at once, just difficult and suboptimal.

Simon heard a knock on the door and instantly dispelled his Overlord outfit. “Yes?”

“It’s me!” Anna shouted from the other side. Simon moved to open it, with Anna storming in like a tornado. She at least lacked her Class outfit, which was likely a good sign. “Since when are you locking your door?!”

“Since Thalas threatened to kill me in public.” Anna slapped Simon, albeit lightly. “Hey!”

“That’s what you deserve for worrying me so much,” Anna replied icily. “I’ve smoothed things over with Thalas, but don’t you ever try that again. Ever ever.”

She smoothed things over? How? Simon could tell that worry lurked beneath her anger, so he didn’t argue or push the subject. “I’ll try.”

“Try hard, because he was this close to having inquisitors drag you from your room.”

“Sorry.” Simon wasn’t sorry that he fought back against Thalas, but he did feel a little guilty at worrying Anna. “Thank you for having my back.”

“Thank you? You should be kissing my feet for saving you from your own stupidity! Be grateful that I’m the daughter of the second most powerful man in the empire with many, many friends.” Anna’s anger was thankfully like the wind. It came and went just as quickly. “I won’t lie, though. Seeing you stand up to Thalas was kind of hot.”

“Careful with what you say, you don’t know how others could take it.” Simon chuckled. “Did you actually have my room moved next to yours?”

“My, it’s almost like I wanted to hang out with you. Who would have thought?” Anna put a hand on her waist. “I wonder what they’ll say when they learn I’ve invited you to my room.”

Simon froze. “What?!”

“The study session, Simon. What did you imagine?” Anna gave him that teasing smile she alone knew the secret of. “I’m inviting your boyfriend as well for dinner, so come well-dressed.”

Well, Simon guessed it was a cheap price to pay for surviving another day.

  

    
        Chapter 11: The School of the Doomed (6)

    
    
    
    
  Simon should have known that Anna’s ‘study session’ was just an excuse to drink with friends.

She lulled him into a false sense of security by only inviting him and Casval to her and Tiella’s bedroom, which turned out to be more of a colossal suite with separate bedchambers, a waiting hall, and an expensive salon adorned with scandalous portraits of frolicing dryads, fairies, and satyrs. Simon only had to take a look to notice the stark difference in standing between an imperial bastard and a true princess of pure blood.

Simon guessed something was up when Anna insisted that they eat dinner before studying and then ordered all the servants and men-at-arms out of the suite, but it was only when she brought out the Navarran wine bottles that his faint hope of doing anything academic died inside his heart.

The things I do for her, Simon thought as they sat on a wolfpelt carpet near the suite’s fireplace. The foyer’s flame and the moonlight filtered through the window reflected in their filled glasses. At least she’s enjoying herself… maybe a bit too much. 

“Alright, here’s the plan!” Anna slapped her hands together, then raised a stick of chiseled wood. “This is my wand of truth, and it lets me ask any one of you a single question that you must answer truthfully. Refuse, and I shall curse you with a dare and a full glass of wine!”

“Joke’s on you, I’m immune to curses,” Simon joked. Anna and Tiella laughed while Casval merely chuckled.

“Daring, are you? In that case, you shall be the first to suffer my magic!” Anna smiled from ear to ear. “Unfortunately, my wand of truth has only one charge, and I must grant ownership to the person to my left to recharge it.”

“Who will then ask a question?” Casval guessed with the most deadpan look possible.

“I knew you were the smarter of the two,” Anna replied while Tiella giggled. “And we shall continue this trial until we are too drunk to hold the wand of truth.”

“I knew this evening would end like this,” Simon complained. “I knew it, and I still let you trick me.”

“Cry me a river.” Anna pointed her ‘wand’ at him. “By the power of my stick of truth–”

“I thought it was the wand of truth,” Casval cut in.

“Whatever,” Anna replied. “Simon, I compel you to reveal to me the secret that frightens Thalas so much!”

Gee, who could have seen that one coming?

“Dare,” Simon replied immediately.

“You’re no fun, everyone is speculating!” Anna complained. “Let me guess: the Overlord slept with Antonine!”

“What?” Simon scoffed. “Father, with his daughter-in-law? What makes you think that?”

“Because she’s a whore,” Tiella said. The way she struggled to hold her glass of wine and spoke up without being talked to first suggested she had already taken a little too much alcohol tonight. “She’s a gold digger who would cheat on her fiancé in a heartbeat if it benefited her.”

“I heard she tried to seduce Louis and settled for Thalas when she failed,” Anna said before studying Simon’s expression. “It’s not that… did Louis sleep with Antonine then?”

“I won’t say anything about the matter,” Simon replied. “I’ve picked my poison.”

“Fine, then dare. You have to kiss someone here on the lips, your pick. And don’t forget your glass of wine. You have to drink all of it.”

Simon rolled his eyes and drank. The wine was good at least—very good—but he didn’t feel the alcohol doing much. Maybe his innate poison resistance diminished its effects?

Simon glanced at the others. Anna was all but daring him to pick her, because she would relish the scandal; Casval stared at him with a blank, neutral expression, and Tiella anxiously clutched to her robes, hoping to be picked. Simon thus strategically picked her, much to her joy.

He had little experience kissing girls, and Tiella stank more of wine than flesh, but he would be lying if the feeling of her lips on his own wasn’t pleasant enough. He thought she would pull back in embarrassment, yet she pressed against him even harder than he did, and blushed red when he pulled back.

“I’m disappointed in you, Simon,” Anna said. “I’m very disappointed. I hoped you would go for the scandalous route of kissing your lovely honorary cousin or this handsome friend of yours, and yet you go for the safe route.”

"We're not blood related, Anna," Simon replied. "You can't make this weird."

“I didn’t mind either,” Tiella replied with a giggle.

“Tough luck, now the wand is mine,” Simon replied upon seizing the stick. He quickly confirmed it was a perfectly normal piece of wood. “Are we going to study tonight, Anna?”

“Truth, and the answer is no,” Anna replied while sipping her cup anyway. “I’m not here to study.”

“Yes, I figured as much.”

“No, I mean, I am not really at the academy to study,” Anna replied. “I’m here to find myself a husband.”

“A husband?” Casval asked with interest. “Why’s that?”

Anna gave him a rather salacious look. “Offering yourself?”

“I am simply curious, Your Highness.”

“Such a bad liar, yet too handsome to chastise.” Anna played with her glass. “I am looking for a husband because Father said I could either pick someone this year or he would marry me off himself after graduation. I’m a good pick, being the Overlord’s niece, the heir to the Berwick Islands, and the loveliest woman in all the realm.”

“Debatable,” Simon replied, everyone else laughing at his words. Why? It wasn’t a quip; it was the honest truth.

“Tiella, do you see how he treats me after I saved his life? He’s too bold by half.” Anna sipped from her cup again. “Anyway, I would rather make my own choice and enjoy myself beforehand with the boys of this fine institution. Maybe try them all until I find the right one.”

“A vast selection,” Tiella joked upon seizing the wand for herself, which was something rare enough to be noted. Alcohol truly made her more sociable. “Casval, do you have a girlfriend?”

“No, I do not have a mate,” Casval replied flatly. “I do hope to find one one day.”

Anna exploded in laughter. “Who says mate nowadays? But good to know.”

“Your turn, then,” Tiella said upon giving Casval the wand.

“Thank you.” Casval immediately pointed the evil artifact at its new target. “Simon?”

“Yes?” Simon replied.

“Do you have a Class?”

It took all of Simon’s willpower not to shake or drop his glass of wine. He thanked the fact that his Class’ poison resistance had diminished the alcohol’s effect and let him keep his composure. Was he suspecting the truth? What gave Simon away? Was it just an innocent question after seeing Anna use her own against Thalas?

No time to think!

“No,” Simon lied through his teeth. “I wasn’t allowed to have one as a bastard. I hope to gain one when I graduate.”

“Understandable,” Casval replied with a nod. Simon had no idea if he believed him or not. “Do you have a Class, Tiella?”

“Rulebreaker!” Anna pointed a finger at him. “Only one question per person! You get an extra dare for your trouble!”

“I don’t have a Class either, though I hope to get the same as my brother,” Tiella replied. “That or a spellcaster-type Class, so I can do magic.”

“I see.” Casval nodded and drank his cup. “What punishment must I suffer?”

“Such a dutiful boy.” Anna turned to her handmaid. “Tiella, your pick?”

“He has to kiss me on the lips,” Tiella decided immediately.

“Greedy girl,” Anna said with a chuckle. “You’ve heard her, Casval.”

Simon watched Casval moving in to kiss Tiella without any particular enthusiasm. So many questions came to mind. Had he guessed that Simon somehow had a Class, or was he just curious? Maybe his paranoia was leading him astray.

Whatever the case, Tiella seemed much less into the kiss than the one she shared with Simon earlier. She exchanged a glance with Anna, and Simon could have sworn they somehow talked with looks alone, that they had agreed on a plan.

What’s going on here? Were they all in on it?

Simon spent the rest of the game on edge, even after the questions moved from intimate to childish, like their crushes, their friend circles, who wanted to sleep with whom, and other frivolities. Simon answered honestly and kept away from the bottle even as alcohol continued to flow, until an inebriated Anna eventually pointed her wand at Casval and asked–

“Do you want to fuck me?”

Simon blinked in surprise. It was as if he had been struck by lightning. “What?”

“Uh, sure, Your Highness,” Casval replied. He looked rather well for a man who had drunk over two bottles on his lonesome.

“Wonderful, then carry me.” Anna had Casval help her get up, then blew Simon and Tiella a kiss. “We won’t come back.”

Simon watched as the two left for Anna’s bedroom in utter confusion. He turned towards Tiella in search for an answer, only to find the young woman smiling back at him with the expression of a person whose plan had begun unfol–

Oh.

Oh…

“So, uh…” Tiella shyly stroked her hair. “Do you… want to see my room?”



His night with Tiella was… nice.

She had taken a bit too much wine, so he had to do most of the work, including carrying her to her bedroom and the opulent bed inside. Tiella clearly had very little experience with a boy from her fumblings—he even wondered if he was her first—and cried halfway through because ‘the Light was watching’ or some nonsense, but she was a good kisser, and most importantly, eager. Simon didn’t recall ever being with a woman who actually wanted him with no hidden motives.

In fact, he liked it enough that he would have suggested a second round had she not fallen asleep soon after he finished. Her snores soon echoed across the bedroom.

I’ve been played. The thought wouldn’t leave Simon’s mind even after he began to dress up again. Was this Anna’s plan from the start? Setting me up to entertain her handmaid while she amused herself with Casval?

Part of him hoped it wouldn’t be a one-time thing, and the rational part of him argued it wouldn’t lead to anything serious. Tiella remained a marquis’ daughter and well out of his league. This had been a short distraction, nothing more.

Since he was still awake and nowhere near drunk, Simon moved back to the fireplace to clean the place up. While he knew the servants would clean up the mess later, it would be a shame if Anna’s carpet stank of alcohol in the morning. He was sorting through the discarded bottles when he heard someone step out of Anna’s room for their own post-bedding midnight walk.

“So?” Simon asked as he turned to face the newcomer.

“I cut it short,” Casval said.

He was fully clothed, and had a bloody sword in his hands.

Simon’s eyes widened in shock. “The blood–”

“Anna’s,” Casval replied calmly.

He then drove his sword straight through Simon’s stomach while he was still stunned.

The pain was as sharp as the blade and the surprise. Simon would have screamed or grunted if Casval hadn’t quickly covered his mouth with one hand and used the other to drive the sword deeper. He felt far stronger than his lean frame would imply, even managing to push Simon towards the fireplace.

"Don't blame me, Simon,” Casval said without remorse or guilt. “Blame your usurper blood and misplaced loyalty.”

The bastard! Casval was no spy; he was an assassin! He had lowered Simon’s guard with tales of Kish treasures and then went straight for the kill after confirming that only Anna had a Class among them!

Simon saw red, and the Overlord within him answered his fury with strength.

Black armor made of miasma grew over his skin, snapping Casval’s sword in half and repelling his hand from Simon’s mouth. The assassin took a step back when he found the Overlord facing and towering over him.

“A Class?” Casval gasped in surprise. He hadn’t been expecting that. “You lied! You lied to me!”

The traitor had the gall to sound offended.

Simon’s hands closed on the bastard’s throat and began to choke the life out of him. He sensed Casval’s breath leave his windpipe when his metal-garbed fingers pressed on his skin and neck. He exercised enough power to shatter stone or snap a tree in two—he had done as much in Duchar’s maze—yet Casval’s body felt unnaturally resilient. There was something solid beneath his skin, a hidden shell protecting him.

Casval thrashed around even as Simon lifted him up from the ground, punching and kicking the armor with far more strength than a non-Class user should be capable of. Unfortunately, Simon’s own pain didn’t subside either, because part of Casval’s sword remained stuck in his stomach. The Overlord’s surge of power only lessened the agony.

He had no time to waste.

Hence, Simon dragged Casval away from the fireplace, lifted him up above his head, and then flung the bastard through the window. The glass shattered on impact, and the assassin fell into the night from the highest possible floor. Simon heard the crashing noise of Casval hitting the courtyard before he looked out to see his mangled corpse below. Served him right.

“Anna?!” Simon shouted upon rushing towards her room, first in disbelief and then despair. “Anna! ANNA!”

No answer came out of Anna's room and he could guess what he would find on her bed.

Simon cursed his naivety. He hadn’t blinked at Anna bringing someone like Casval into her quarters because the very idea that he would try anything had been unthinkable. Who would be mad enough to kill a princess of Endymion in the middle of an imperial stronghold? Who would even dare?

The same people who had killed the Overlord, Simon realized. Father’s murderers pursued me all the way to Telluria.

But why kill Anna? Casval looked like he had no idea Simon was the Overlord in disguise, so the two of them had been his targets by virtue of their proximity to House Magnos alone. Were Father’s assassins trying to wipe out the entire line–

Flap.

Simon turned back to the window and saw a ghost in the moonlight.

Casval was floating in front of the shattered window with batlike wings growing out of his back, a reptilian tail coiling between his legs, and two reptilian eyes glaring at Simon.

“By the Light–” Simon muttered in disbelief.

Casval opened his mouth, and white fire poured out of it.



It was his second time dying in a fiery explosion, and it proved just as painful as the first. Perhaps even more so since the sword stuck in his stomach heated up faster than his miasma-infused flesh, and the Overlord armor cooked him alive like a chicken in an oven.

Death was never quick nor merciful.

The Crimson Throne welcomed him again, its baleful eyes observing Simon’s spirit with malice. It offered no condemnation nor mockery this time; only a silent promise of revenge and retribution should he decide to pursue both.


This is the fifth of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Betrayed. 

The Betrayed: You have been betrayed by someone you almost trusted. You take half damage from critical hits or sneak attacks striking at your back.



Almost trusted. What a joke.

He had never trusted Casval; he simply underestimated him. He had thought him a mere opportunist rather than a bloody assassin.

Moreover, Casval’s inhuman appearance pointed to him being either a monster in disguise or him possessing a Monster Class of some kind. He was dangerous.

Could he have been the one to slay Father? Simon somehow doubted it. Whoever poisoned him in a previous reign had been either one of the highest-ranked councilors in the realm or a cupbearer. Casval had nothing to do with either, according to Meredith’s investigation on his past.

This had to be a group effort.

Simon’s mistake was to think the conspiracy only wanted the Overlord dead. If an assassin struck at him and Anna, then they intended to wipe out the entire Magnos bloodline and its closest allies. Either Simon had only been a collateral in Anna's murder, or the killers had marked even bastards like him for death.

Escaping to the academy and staying out of political view would only delay Simon’s demise. He had to either destroy the conspiracy or hide somewhere beyond their reach. Simon briefly considered vanishing into the wilderness rather than travel to Telluria, since his Overlord Class would let him survive and defend himself, but he couldn’t leave Anna to die.

No. The very thought infuriated Simon.

It was one thing to strike at him, but to harm and slay the woman who had his back against Thalas? Someone so kind and innocent? One of the very few people Simon truly loved and cared for?

That was a sin that could not, and would not, go unpunished.

Vengeance, Simon promised himself with a heart full of righteous fury. Vengeance will be mine.

Neutralizing Casval alone wouldn’t suffice to protect Anna. Whatever creature he was, he also potentially belonged to a highly influential organization capable of assassinating the Overlord. They would send someone else if he failed. Simon had to put that entire mystery group on the back foot, to force them to focus on much bigger threats than a bastard and Anna. He had to hit them so hard they would be too busy fighting for their lives to bother him.

Moreover, he also recalled that that female Kish prisoner was scheduled for death. An idea came to him, one that would let him kill many birds with one stone. One that he could feel that the Crimson Throne approved of.

Simon would destroy Casval’s conspiracy, take his revenge, recover the Kish woman, and get Thalas off his back in a single move.



Events unfolded like they did in the previous four reigns. Simon was now certain that he alone possessed the strange magic, and that his actions alone determined the course of fate. He was akin to a rock that could reroute a river.

And his new and improved imperial testament should redirect the flow of fate his way.

“My material wealth shall be equally split between my trueborn children,” the Keeper of the Throne read. “To my natural born children, I bequeath a stipend of two thousand silver coins a year, to be paid by the state in perpetuity. To my eldest bastard, Simon, I shall bequeath his pick of any five slaves.”

There, that should neatly solve the Kish problem. Naming her directly would have been awfully suspicious, but who would blame Simon if he generously transformed a prisoner’s death sentence into a slavery one? And here comes the real show stopper. 

“I do hereby bequeath my Class, throne, and titles to my chosen heir,” the Keeper read while the height of the imperial aristocracy listened. “Casval Ashmodai.”

Why investigate the conspiracy yourself when he could put both imperial factions on the case?

Don’t blame me, Casval; blame your treachery, Simon thought with glee as Louis and Empress Euphemia quickly left the imperial bedroom to call up the hunt. Kill me once, hounds on you.

  

    
        Chapter 12: In His Highness' Service (1)

    
    
    
    
  “Louis wants to see you.”

The sentence echoed in Simon’s mind as Lauriane guided him to her brother’s personal quarters. He had never done this in any of his previous reigns. What had caused this change?

Days had passed since he set the imperial factions on Casval’s tracks. The hunt had taken place in perfect secrecy, and Simon wasn’t important enough to be kept in the loop, but he was confident his family had tracked the assassin down. If Meredith could find so many details about his service to House Forneus on her lonesome, then high-ranking individuals commanding imperial intelligence should find him in a fortnight.

Did they find something out about the conspiracy when tracking Casval? Intel that Louis felt should be shared even with the family’s bastard?

“Anxious?” Lauriane asked him as they walked through Castle Frightwall’s dark corridors.

“A bit,” Simon confessed. “Being summoned by the crown-prince is rarely a good thing, or so I’ve heard.”

“Worry not. We are not going to force you to join the War Party.” Lauriane smiled faintly at him. “I understand your desire to stay out of politics, and I have told Louis as much. He is not the mad warmonger our enemies at court paint him as.”

Simon would have believed her had he not seen him argue for invading the western continent in a previous reign, something which even the empress found insane. Lauriane was, however, right about one thing: she and Dassein were among the people in the War Party to have both Louis’ ear and trust. Simon trusted her word if nothing else.

Lauriane guided him to a huge solarium in Castle Frightwall’s western wing. The curved room overlooked the surrounding lake and Marthrone, the imperial capital. Louis sat inside on a velvet-covered divan, his eyes staring at the suburbs with undisguised disdain.

“Simon,” he said upon hearing him and Lauriane approaching. “How good of you to have answered our invitation.”

“Did I have a choice?” Simon replied.

“Yes, of course. Certainly, denying a crown-prince’s invitation would have carried consequences, but one always has a choice.” Louis waved his hand at the divan left to his own. “Come, sit. Perhaps you will enjoy the sight better than I do.”

Simon did so warily, though Lauriane briefly patted him on the back as if it would reassure him. Louis continued to stare at the lake without a word. His pose reminded Simon of a bird of prey searching for a mouse to kill.

The view was rather splendid. Castle Frightwall was built in the middle of a lake, serving as its moat, and connected to the capital of Marthrone by a single long bridge. The greatest city in the world and the first to reach over one million inhabitants since before the Year of the Doom, Marthrone had been founded over four hundred years ago as a demon-run slave camp for the First Overlord. It had grown very large since then, with red and black stone buildings adorned with gargoyles and dragon statues dominating the skyline—a remnant of Overlord Gargauth’s rule. Wharves and warehouses dominated its bustling river port, while great manors and summer homes belonging to imperial nobility, merchant princes, and other dignitaries filled the eastern shore. Grand buildings such as the Imperial Opera House, the Great Cathedral of the Light, and the towering Arenas, where gladiators fought for glory and coins, competed for size and splendor.

However, for all of its wealth, Marthrone had been suffering from an overpopulation and poverty problem for years. The northern and newer districts were tightly packed forges, factories, and shantytowns, drowning in fumes and smoke. Simon had heard that there had been plans to demolish and rebuild those parts to deal with rising criminality, but Balzam Magnos never cared enough to proceed with them.

“One day, I saw a corpse rise from these waters,” Louis said. “A babe, hardly a few days old. I was told that families that cannot sustain too many children usually throw their newborns into the lake. I asked why not simply leave them in a church orphanage, only to be told that those were already stretched thin, which made me wonder… if the parents lacked the means and strength to care for their own, then why bring them into the world at all? How can the people of the world’s richest settlement fail to take care of their own children? Don’t you think there is something deeply perverse about that?”

“I suppose,” Simon replied. He had no children, so he couldn’t say. “It must be a horrific choice to give away one’s child to the waves. I remember that my mother cried when Father’s guards brought me to the castle.”

“But surely she must have known they would come one day. If she truly cared to keep you for herself, why not take you away somewhere where Father would not find you? Or did she lack the will to defend what was her own?”

Easy for him to say, Simon’s mother had been a peasant. What could she have done to escape the Overlord, short of becoming the new Paladin?

Louis shook his head. “Marthrone… it bears its name well—a corpse-city raised by a long-dead Overlord where maggots breed on dead flesh. I can smell the stench of filth from here. We should do something about this overpopulation problem as soon as Father’s inheritance is settled and we put a steady hand in control of this rotten nation.”

Simon and Lauriane exchanged a glance. He had never hung around Louis for long in the past. Was he always like this?

“Forgive me, this place lends itself to dark thoughts,” Louis said before finally turning to face Simon with his piercing blue eyes. “I’m told you had dreams about Father’s death before it happened.”

“He correctly predicted the use of an anti-heal effect on Father before Firewand confirmed it,” Lauriane replied calmly. While she seemed to radiate poise and confidence at first glance, Simon could see a slight tension in her jaw. She didn’t fear Louis, but she wasn’t entirely comfortable in his presence either.

Simon had said the same thing in the last reign, but it didn’t bring him to Louis’ attention. What had changed?

“But you didn’t see the assassination itself, only its aftermath?” Louis pushed, with Simon nodding his head. “Interesting. Have you had other dreams since?”

Simon hesitated to answer. He hadn’t had any, but he could tell that the question had something to do with Casval, if only because naming him as the Overlord had caused this meeting to happen at all. This might be his chance to further twist the knife.

“I’ve… actually had another last night,” Simon lied. “About Anna.”

“Anna?” Lauriane asked with a hint of worry, while Louis remained unperturbed.

“Yes, I… I see a man leaving her room with a sword stained with blood. He turns into a monster with wings and a tail growing out of his back, then stares at me with reptilian eyes and says…” Simon pretended to struggle to recall. “I think it was something akin to ‘Don’t blame me; blame your usurper blood and misplaced loyalty.’”

“Usurper blood?” Louis scoffed, his hand stroking his chin as he turned to stare at the morning sun past the window. An amused smile stretched on his lips. “So that’s Father’s game…”

“Can you describe this man? Before he transformed?” Lauriane pushed, with Simon providing a rather detailed account of Casval in turn. His half-sister's brows furrowed. “The description matches the reports perfectly…”

“The reports?” Simon asked, sensing his chance.

Lauriane nodded sharply. “I’ve been suspecting that you might have limited prophetic abilities for a while, like a third-eye visionary, and I am now convinced of it. Your inability to see Father’s murder was likely the result of his Class’ anti-divination features interfering with your powers while he was alive.”

“The truth is that we found this Casval Ashmodai that Father named as his successor holed up in Marquis Forneus’ domain and sent soldiers to bring him to us,” Louis said. “I’m sure you can figure out that what should have been a quick and easy arrest did not go as planned, or else we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“He resisted?” Simon guessed.

“Yes, he did. He transformed into the beast you described, killed a few men, and set Forneus’ castle on fire on his way out.”

“So he’s still free?” Simon didn’t like that one bit. He had hoped his family could take care of the assassin for him. At least he was unlikely to show up at the Academy with so many powerful people looking for him. “What is he, a demon?”

“That is what we are trying to figure out,” Lauriane replied. “Our soldiers inflicted grievous wounds upon him, and we are currently examining his blood to understand what happened, but we could not find any trace of demonic miasma in it. He is most likely a beastman of some kind.”

“Imagine the Church of Light’s face once they learn one of them has the Overlord Class,” Louis mused. “What do you know of the second Overlord, Gargauth?”

“Not much, besides that he was a dragon and that Father killed him,” Simon replied. Father sired Simon during the campaign, and he was born shortly after the dragon’s death. “Didn’t Forneus fight on his behalf during the conquest?”

“He did, and paid the price for his… misplaced loyalty.” Louis scratched his nails. “Our investigation showed that Marquis Forneus helped fabricate an identity for this Casval and intended to have him attend the Imperial Military Academy. I could not fathom why, but your words shed some light on the matter. They must have plotted to assassinate Anna since House Paimon is close to us and next in line for the throne should House Magnos go extinct.”

“You think Forneus and Ashmodai are Gargauth loyalists?” Simon guessed, his blood freezing as he recalled how disappointed Casval had looked when he questioned him about whether or not he hated his family. Had he been fishing for allies? “Is this a revenge plot?”

“My thoughts exactly, Simon. There are always suckers eager to fight for desperate causes.”

“What cause is there to rally behind, brother?” Lauriane countered with skepticism. “Forneus would have nothing to gain from attacking House Magnos. Gargauth slaughtered or chased away every other dragon on the continent when he decided to seize their hoards. He left no descendants, only grudges.”

“No descendants that we know of, Lauriane,” Louis replied sharply. “Don’t you find it strange that some mysterious beastman with dragon-like features showed up in the den of one of Gargauth’s loyalists? The signs do point to this Casval and talk of usurper blood being related to the Second Overlord in some way.”

“But why would Father give the Overlord Class to someone with a grudge against our dynasty?” Lauriane shook her head in dismay. “That makes no sense.”

“Maybe it’s an inheritance test?” Simon lied to better muddy the waters.

“Quite sharp, Simon,” Louis praised him. “That is the conclusion I reached as well. Father set up this ordeal for us to prove ourselves worthy of his throne. What better test for a new Overlord than to complete his father’s task and wipe out rival heirs?”

It was a completely erroneous assumption, but one that fit Balzam the Cruel well. Simon could have seen their father set up a similar scenario. The reason why the Overlord picked Simon instead still escaped him.

“Thank you for sharing this information with us, Simon. I have no doubt we will find this Casval in time, and I will ask our brother Dassein to keep an eye on Anna to ensure no harm comes to her.” Louis studied his half-brother’s face. Simon could never tell what the man was thinking. “Is it true you asked to have a handful of Father’s prisoners see their death sentences commuted into slavery?”

“I thought two of them would make good additions to my retinue once I learned they had Vassal Classes,” Simon confirmed. Or at least that was the excuse he came up with to justify sparing the kish woman without attracting suspicion. “Will you approve of it as the empire’s Marshal?”

“I see no reason to oppose it. Truthfully, I’m more surprised that you picked those two rather than Firewand.” Louis chuckled. “Unless the thought failed to cross your mind?”

Agnes Firewand?

Oh, right, Simon’s edited testament said he could inherit his pick of five slaves, and Agnes Firewand technically remained one. He was well within his rights to demand she come with him.

Should he, though? Agnes was the empire’s greatest physician and one of its best spellcasters, deemed worthy to serve the Overlord directly. Having her follow Simon around would immediately bring scrutiny upon him.

On the other hand, she was among the list of ‘potential mentors’ that Father left behind, and her presence might deter assassination attempts. Having a talented healer at his beck and call might save Simon’s or Anna’s lives should the conspiracy strike them again.

Moreover, she was bound to obey the Overlord’s orders and keep his secrets…

“Would you even allow such a transfer, brother?” Lauriane asked what was on Simon’s mind. “I understand it was one of Father’s last requests, but she is our head physician and is high-level. Euphemia will object.”

Louis shrugged. “An Overlord’s personal physician has lost its purpose in its master’s absence, don’t you think? Besides, Simon has contributed sensitive information without asking for anything in return. Euphemia will have little choice than to go along with it if we insist.”

Simon decided Firewand was worth the risk until he gathered more information on the conspiracy. Discretion hadn’t saved him from assassination in his last reign; perhaps a powerful bodyguard would prove more effective. “I will take her then.”

“I’m sure you’ll be pleased with her. Father never had reason to object to her service.” Louis rested his head on his fist. “What do you want to do with your life, Simon, now that our father is gone? Color me intrigued.”

“All I wish is to live a peaceful life,” Simon replied. It was only half a lie. He had made his decision about gaining the strength to take revenge upon Thalas and Casval in due time, but he would rather avoid making waves during this reign. “I want nothing to do with your schemes or imperial politics.”

“A foolish decision in my opinion,” Louis replied with amusement. “You may hide from politics, but politics will never forget you. That is true for commoners and the Magnos line alike.” He waved his hand at Simon. “But suit yourself. I do hope you will change your mind and lend us your strength and talents one day. You have a future in the nation we seek to build.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

Lauriane chuckled. “We could legitimize you, for a start.”

The mere idea nearly caused Simon to fall off his seat. Him, legitimized as a true prince of blood?

“That is insane,” Simon replied, mostly because the prospect had never even entered his mind before. “Euphemia will never allow it.”

“Her opinion will no longer matter once I ascend to the throne,” Louis confirmed. “You have seen Thalas. What inborn advantage does he have over you? He has no third eye granting him a unique ability, no particular strength or genius. The only thing that separates you is your mother, something entirely outside your control… yet because of that, he received a Noble Class Crestone, the best of trainers, and the adoration of all, while your gift for foresight went completely ignored.”

“I know.” Simon scowled. “That’s how things are.”

“But that is not how they should be,” Louis countered. “Individuals should be given an equal chance to prove their worth without institutions and traditions keeping them down, don’t you think?”

Simon scowled as he recalled his interactions with Thalas in the previous reign. That princeling, who had never deserved his title nor privileges, could have killed him without a second thought had Simon not prepared himself. His birth alone gave him the right of life and death over others.

“I do,” Simon admitted.

The answer pleased Louis. “Then think about it, Simon. Wonderful things are about to happen soon; things you could have never dreamed of before. You only need to seize your chance, and the day.”



And so, Simon found himself the proud owner of the most powerful slave in the entire Empire of Endymion.

Agnes Firewand had served the Crimson Throne since the First Overlord enslaved her after massacring her entire community in what would later be known as the Red Forest Massacre—named as such because so much blood had been shed there that the leaves and grass permanently turned red—according to the history books. Every Overlord had inherited her services since by virtue of her elven immortality. A tall and crimson-haired beauty with pale blue eyes akin to sapphires, wrapped in red robes, she carried an air of ethereal aloofness all the time.

Simon had also never seen her smile. Ever.

She took the news of her new assignment with as much enthusiasm as anything else, which was to say, none at all.

“If your father’s testament granted you the right to pick any slave in his employ, then I will serve Your Highness,” she said. “However, you must keep in mind that my slave crest binds me to the Overlord’s will, including the current one. Should this Casval Ashmodai ask me to slice your throat, I will have to obey.”

A most frightening prospect if the actual Overlord hadn’t been standing right in front of her. “I’ll keep that in mind,” Simon replied. “What’s your level?”

“For which of my Classes, Your Highness?”

That took Simon aback. “You have more than one?”

“Four,” she confirmed with stoicism, as if that wasn’t a huge achievement in itself. She briefly turned around and raised the braid falling down her back to reveal Crestones incrusted in her spine. “I am a level 78 Healer, a level 63 Pyromancer, a level 56 Gladiator, and a level 49 Game Master.”

Leonard had confirmed to Simon in a private conversation that he was a level 43 Dreadnought, which was already incredibly impressive for someone his age. Agnes Firewand was higher-leveled than him in her most neglected Class. That alone spoke volumes about her age and power.

“Why Gladiator and Game Master?” Simon wondered, astonished. The other two made sense—Agnes didn’t earn her title of Firewand for saving lives—but he struggled to imagine the fair elf in a fighting competition or playing chess.

“It pleased Overlord Mardok to have me fight prisoners for his entertainment in his private arena, because he found few things more aesthetically pleasing than beauty stained with blood,” Agnes explained without emotion. “Overlord Gargauth had me play with flames and entertain him with games, so long as I never won any of them. Only your father used me as a physician.”

“Interesting…” Firewand had been in the Crimson Throne’s employ since Mardok Endymion. She likely knew many, many secrets about her past employers.

Louis gave her up way too easily. Simon couldn’t shake the feelings that the man hadn’t allowed Agnes to leave the castle as a favor to his half-brother alone. She’s too strong to be ignored, but too dangerous to keep in the castle, considering she’s bound to obey the Overlord… who will likely try to get her.

That was it! Either Louis wanted her out of the castle to remove a wild card in the war between factions, or he intended to use her as bait to catch Casval. Likely both. She was a poisoned gift in his mind.

I should have known better than to listen to his speeches about meritocracies, Simon thought in annoyance. One did not lead the War Party without a ruthless streak. I’m just another pawn on the board to him.

“Did you ever see my father use another Class other than Overlord?” Simon inquired.

“Your father used to wield the Commander Noble Class before sitting on the Crimson Throne,” Agnes replied. “He gave its Crestone away to his blood-brother Maublanc and never used any other Class other than the Overlord afterwards, or if he did, I was not aware of it.”

And that detail bothered Simon very much.

Assuming that reigns could last for subjective lifetimes, then Balzam Magnos and his predecessors should have had plenty of time to master multiple Classes. They would have had access to hundreds, if not thousands, of different Crestones and teachers. Yet they only ever used the Overlord. True, it was famously the most powerful of them all, but it couldn’t do everything and carried some drawbacks, like the reliance on miasma.

Simon could only think of one possible explanation: the Overlord somehow interfered with other Classes. The simplest possibility would be that only Overlord levels carried back in time across the reigns, but Simon couldn’t check that until he got another Class and his next death—something he hoped to delay as much as possible.

Firewand’s multiple Crestones would let him run experiments once he left the castle. Broaching the subject now would bring too much scrutiny.

“I’m thinking we might have an issue,” Simon said. “I intend to leave for the Imperial Military Academy, but an elf like you will wither in a city without miasma or mana to draw upon.”

“I have manacites charged with mana to serve as emergency reserves,” Agnes replied. “I will need to periodically return to the castle or obtain more once I run out of them, but I should be able to last a few weeks on them unless Your Highness has me cast spells.”

“That… shouldn’t be an issue.” Simon crossed his arms. “Although you’ll bring a lot of attention as an elf wearing an archmage’s robes. We’ll need to give you casual clothes. Maybe a hat to hide your ears, too.”

Agnes didn’t answer. She simply stared at him unblinkingly, more of a statue than a woman of flesh and blood.

She’s either completely dead inside or used to keep her feelings hidden for survival, Simon thought. I suppose I would act the same after spending centuries in the company of people like Father or Gargauth. 

In any case, she was sure to prove a useful ally. The two then walked to the dungeons to meet the two newest members of their growing retinue. Lauriane was already there, having overseen the prisoners’ ‘amnesty.’

The first was the same Vassal Class holder Simon had executed in a previous reign for a level-up. It was so, so unsettling to watch someone whose head he had sent rolling on the floor alive and well, standing right in front of him. The man had been bound, gagged, and blindfolded before, yet he looked almost boringly normal when free and fully clothed. He was the scholarly-looking type of fellow, with brown hair, a small beard, average height… but there was something in his red-rimmed gaze that unsettled Simon.

As for the kish woman… She was the fairest creature Simon had ever laid eyes upon.

Simon couldn’t help but gasp and blush when he saw her. She looked like a fair maiden in the prime of her youth, with cascading hair that was a unique shade of pink falling to her waist, smooth, faultless skin, eyes akin to molten silver, and a face that would inspire any musician to write a thousand songs. Her shoulderless white dress, held on to her by a golden sash, only highlighted her curves. Her only inhuman features were the red, feathered wings sprouting out of her back, yet they only somehow enhanced her grace. Even the glare she sent Simon and Lauriane’s way failed to diminish her beauty.

No wonder Dassein decided to send her back to the capital. Father would have bedded her within the hour he laid eyes upon her.

Both of them boasted a slave tattoo on their neckline. While nowhere near as complex as the one branding Agnes Firewand, they still showed the sigil of House Magnos and Simon’s name written in pitch black ink, melded into their skin.

“The man is Lorimor Ancitif, bookkeeper, aspiring demon cultist, and would-be unregistered Scholar,” Lauriane said. “The beastwoman answers to the name of Eole, from what I understand. She speaks in a rare beastman dialect, but we’ve taught her rudimentary Endymian words like ‘walk’ or ‘bow.’ You’ll have some work ahead of you if you want to train her properly.”

“I’ll have plenty of time on my hands during the school year,” Simon replied.

“Are you truly, truly sure you want to leave them with their Crestones?” Lauriane bit her lip in worry. “Conventional slave crests are much less powerful and intricate than the brands Father put on his own slaves. It cannot compel them to fulfill orders; it simply inflicts pain if they fail or refuse to carry them out, or try to harm you. Your death will also mean their own, but people with Vassal Classes might find loopholes.”

“I think it’s worth the risk, and I’ll have free retainers to watch over them,” Simon reassured her. “How can I be expected to become a military officer if I cannot keep my own retinue in line?”

“I suppose you have a point, but do not say I did not warn you.” Lauriane glanced at Lorimor. “Another thing. This man, Lorimor, has knowledge of how to craft a Vassal Class. A master partly shares responsibility should his slave commit crimes, so there will be consequences if that information escapes into the wild. Even I will struggle to keep you out of trouble.”

Simon thanked her for the warning, though in truth the man’s knowledge was the reason why he asked him to be spared. Having someone capable of creating a Crestone for his own use would let him test out his conflicting Classes theory.

Lauriane then left to attend to more urgent matters, and Simon soon found himself alone with his retinue’s new members. He assessed them for a moment, then spoke up in Endymian.

“As you’ve no doubt heard, I’ve saved your lives from execution,” Simon told Lorimor and Eole, though the latter indeed didn't seem to understand Endymian. “Here’s how it’s going to be. I have some tasks you will help me with. Do it well, and I might grant you your freedom back by the end of my academic year with amnesty for your crimes. How does that sound?”

“Good, Your Highness,” Lorimor replied with a faint smile as insincere as that of any flatterer.

That one is dangerous. Simon then turned to the kish woman. “Eole?”

“You cannot understand my language, manling,” the kish said with disdain, the Overlord Class instantly translating her words for Simon’s sake. “Even if you did, I wouldn’t tell you anything.”

Simon paused for a moment, then leaned over to whisper in her ear.

“I can understand you,” he whispered in her ear in the kish language as translated by the Overlord, much to her shock, “and you will tell me everything.”

  

    
        Chapter 13: In His Highness' Service (2)

    
    
    
    
  Eole was a most pleasant companion during the flight to Telluria; or rather she pretended to be one.

“You cannot believe how happy I am to find someone who can speak my tongue, Your Highness,” she said with a wide smile, her hand holding her steaming teacup. “I thought myself trapped in a foreign land filled with barbarians.”

“Knowing the Kish language is a very rare skill,” Simon said. Of course, his Overlord Class simply helped him automatically understand and speak it in turn. “Only a handful of our citizens have any interest in the Beastmen Tribe.”

“The Beastmen? Is that what your people call us, Your Highness?” Eola sounded saddened. “We call ourselves the Shifter Tribe. A far less demeaning term.”

“I’m…I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” Now Simon felt embarrassed. Of course the beastmen wouldn’t refer to themselves as beasts. “I hope I did not come across as insensitive.”

“No harm done. You have shown me more kindness than any of your kindred so far. I will not push my luck.” Eole glanced at the rest of the airship salon, which was deserted. “I am thankful you agreed to let us talk in private. I do not feel comfortable in public spaces, considering the way humans look at me...”

It was difficult to blame her, considering her beauty… and Simon had his own reason to set up this private meeting. This was something of a test of her personality, and while she played the part of the pleasant foreigner happy to interact with someone who could understand her, Simon had spent enough time in a court full of flatterers to smell deceit in the air. He wanted to see the real her, and how far she was willing to go. Leonard and Meredith–who he had been introduced to again when they were about to depart for Telluria–were waiting in the next room over to intervene should anything happen.

“I understand,” he said before springing the bait. “Still, its quite the shame. I’ve heard the Kish were amazing singers.”

“Your Highness is well-educated. We have a strong musical tradition, which I inherited—alongside my Crestone—as my clan’s songstress.” She smiled demurely. “Would Your Highness like to hear me sing??”

“Of course.” Time to see her true self. “I am all ears.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

Eole closed her eyes, gathered her breath, and then sang like no other.

Her voice was like ringing crystals, echoing with a subtle vibration that slowly rose in strength and intensity—notes followed in a slow crescendo that gently carried away the senses towards ecstasy. Listening to Eole was a bliss for the ears, and for a moment, Simon felt truly content.

Unfortunately, he sensed something else layered within the song, a faint caress he could feel grasping at his very soul. A vibration seeking to harmonize with his thoughts and reshape, only to hit the iron wall of the Overlord’s power.


Charm Ailment negated by Indomitable Crown. 



Clever girl. Simon pretended to be entranced by Eole’s song until she finished her performance, at which point she dropped her mask of friendliness and revealed her true nature.

“Undo the seal that binds me, manling,” Eole ordered him.

“No, I don’t think I will,” Simon replied, startling her. “Not with that attitude at least.”

Eole glaring back defiantly. Gone were the courtesy and easy smiles, replaced with coldness. “It was worth a try.”

“It was pointless and would have gotten you executed on the spot.” Leonard had predicted she would try something like that the moment he learned she had twelve levels in the Singer Class and suggested gagging her during the flight. Simon would never allow her to be alone unsupervised after confirming that she was willing and able to mind-control others. “I told you: cooperate with me, tell me what I want to know, and you will earn your freedom.”

“Cooperate?” Eole sneered. “Your army enslaved my people; enslaved me. I have seen what your empire does. You burn fields, put chains on necks, make the world a desert, and call it peace. There is no cooperation with the likes of you.”

“I am not responsible for my nation’s actions.”

“But you still contribute to them. Your soul is tainted by evil.”

“Like you have a foot to stand on. Didn’t the Kish enslave their fellow beastmen to build their own empire?”

Eole recoiled as if slapped. That had hit a nerve. “I… that…” She gulped in shame and embarrassment. “That was in the past…”

“Truly?” Simon squinted at her. “You know, I’ve asked a teacher of mine why the Kish were so rare or why they failed to re-establish their empire in the last four hundred years.”

Eole turned away rather than meet his gaze.

“He told me that after the Kish Empire collapsed during the Year of the Doom, other beastmen hunted your kind to near-extinction so you wouldn’t force them back into servitude. In fact, they killed so many of you he was surprised to learn the imperial army had caught a living Kish.” Simon squinted at her. “According to the report, it was the same beastmen you were trying to spur into rebellion who surrendered you to the imperial army.”

“I never used my songs to enslave others,” Eole replied coldly before straightening up in her chair. “My ancestors deserved the Doom, but they are dead and buried. Their empire has crumbled, while yours continues to stand on the backs of my people. I will tell you nothing.”

By the Light, this was going to be difficult. “You realize that I could just force you to answer my questions, right? A single word of mine will cause your slave crest to flare up and inflict tremendous pain on you.”

She held his gaze. “Why haven’t you uttered that word yet, then?”

Now it was Simon’s turn to flinch. She had called his bluff.

“Because I don’t want to… because I don’t torture people,” Simon told himself that, but then again, he thought he would never kill people either and he still executed unarmed prisoners for level-ups. Still, torturing a prisoner of war for information felt like a bridge too far. “And because it’s not that important in the grand scheme of things.”

That took Eole aback. “Not important?”

“I’m not really interested in your people’s treasure, if it even exists,” Simon confessed. “My late father was interested in your old capital for some reason; he called it a ‘Demonbarrow.’ I simply wondered if all those things were related somehow.”

Eole bit her lip, her expression thoughtful.

“They are?” Simon guessed.

“I know of no secret treasure buried in our old capital,” Eole said. Or if she did, she wouldn’t tell him so. “But there is a tale that the first Kish Emperor defeated a great demon in the early days of our people; a vicious hag who would devour Kish children to keep her youth. The emperor lulled her out of her hideout with a song, entranced her with a dance, and then lured her under the sun whose rays burned her to cinders.”

Simon nodded. “Continue…”

“The great Kish Emperor feared that the demon might one day rise again from her ashes, so he scattered them across the valley of his home, buried them beneath the earth, and ordered his people to raise a city on top of them; a land of prosperity whose people’s songs would keep the evil asleep.”

“You speak of your old capital?” Simon quickly put two and two together. “Is that why it is called a Demonbarrow? Because an archfiend was buried beneath its foundations?”

“Your wicked father must have sought the evil power our people’s songs pacified,” Eole replied with disdain. “If so, he died a fool. The Doom woke the foulness beneath our city, and it consumed everything. You will find only death there.”

“I see…” Simon was tempted to believe her. It would fit Balzam Magnos’ ambitions to seek traces of demonic power wherever he could find them. He must have hoped to ransack the old capital for fiendish artifacts or sorcery to use in his conquests. “Thank you for indulging my curiosity.”

“If you are thankful, then release me,” Eole immediately insisted.

“To go where?” Simon replied. “You were arrested for sedition, and the only reason why you haven’t been executed is because you are my property. Your freedom will end with your life under an executioner’s axe if you stay in Endymion, and the beastm—shifters of Telluria do not want you.”

“I… I will go home. To a place your people have not yet despoiled and beyond your reach.” Eole glared at him. “I will not tell you where it is, manling.”

“Whatever.” Simon didn’t particularly care. He was just being a little curious. “I am not entirely sure you have told me the truth, but I am as good as my word, Eole. I shall remove your slave brand once I have confirmed your story.”

“Words are winds, and only songs have meanings,” Eole replied. Simon guessed it had to be some sort of Kish proverb. “Remember your promise.”



Since interrogating Eole went so well, the first thing Simon did upon arriving in Telluria was to give his other new recruit a job interview in the carriage to the Academy. Unfortunately, everything he had heard about the man made Simon wary of him.

“I’ve heard you have a wife and child at home?” Simon asked Lorimor.

“I do, Your Highness. My son Benjamin celebrated his first naming day two months back.” The man smiled wistfully, which chilled Simon to the bone. “Would you permit me to send them letters? Those I wrote in prison were never delivered.”

“They were delivered, you just never received any replies.” Which Simon couldn’t exactly blame Lorimor’s wife for, according to what he read on the man. “If you care so much for your son, why did you do it?”

“Do what, Your Highness?”

“Try to sacrifice your child to a fiend.”

Simon would have expected Lorimor to wince or tremble at such an accusation, or to at least react with outrage. Instead, the hints of instability Simon had picked upon earlier blossomed like poisonous flowers.

“I did not try to sacrifice a life, I was saving one,” he insisted, his eyes gleaming with madness. “My muse had lost interest in her current vessel, you understand, Your Highness? It was old and spent, Your Highness, old and spent. Her beauty couldn’t shine through the wrinkles and rot. She was in pain, Your Highness, but even an unworthy vessel is better than none, because the Dark… the Dark is hungry, your Highness. It keeps the soul from passing on and reincarnating, gnawing at it with vicious teeth.”

There was something deeply unsettling about the feverish zeal in his gaze, his look of contentment, and the way his fingers trembled in adoration for whatever creature had seduced him. Few worshipers of the Light showed half as much sincerity.

“She had chosen him, Your Highness,” he said without raising his voice. “Chosen my Benjamin to become her new vessel, to share her soul with his flesh. How could I have refused after she showed me so many wonderful secrets? She would have given my son the wisdom of the ages. How could I have refused?”

Simon shifted in his seat and glanced at his retainers. While Eole seemed merely uncomfortable in Lorimor’s presence and Firewand showed no emotion, Meredith stared at the man with undiluted disgust. As for Leonard, he kept his hand on his sword’s grip, ready to cut Lorimor down the second he threatened his charge.

He would not make any friends here.

“Can you cure him?” Simon asked Firewand.

“I tried,” she replied calmly. “I cleared the miasma that shrouded his mind and the bewitching enchantments that whatever demon he trafficked with put on him. Unfortunately, there is no cure for lies that men want to believe in.”

“I am not mad, Your Highness,” Lorimor insisted, which only further proved that he was. “You would understand if you met her. She would open your mind like she did mine.”

“Right,” Simon replied with a deadpan tone. Well, at least Lorimor’s clear obsession with the Dark should ensure he would focus on the task Simon had in mind for him. “If I understand correctly, your Scholar Class trades pure spellcasting power for improved learning and document comprehension.”

“That is correct, Your Highness. Do you want me to conduct research on your behalf?”

“I will have some documents for you to study.” Simon wasn’t foolish enough to bring the madman to Duchar’s underground library, but bringing carefully selected documents for Lorimor to study should be fine. “Do your task well and you will be given the opportunity to rebuild your life.”

Lorimor smiled sinisterly. “That is all I wish for, Your Highness.”

Everyone in the carriage could see it for the blatant lie it was. Nonetheless, Simon hoped he would be smart enough to play along until he could obtain an official pardon. Otherwise… otherwise there would be consequences.

Afterwards, Simon split from the group with Agnes to visit Duchar’s home. His retainers didn’t question him, unlike in the last reign, largely because being in Agnes Firewand’s vicinity was one of the safest places in the entire empire.

To ensure that she blended in in public without attracting too much attention, Simon had asked Agnes to change her wardrobe from crimson robes to a black, low-cut bodysuit with a white ruffled trim along the bustline, alongside a bolero, boots, and a rounded fur hat to cover her ears. It made her look rather lovely, and she caught quite a few gazes from passersby.

Upon checking that no one had followed them, Simon mentally contacted Duchar, who sent his daughter to open the door.

“My father has been expecting you,” Cassandra said politely upon welcoming them inside. Her neckline was exposed, with no Brand of Sloth on her skin. Simon had guessed as much when he failed to telepathically contact her as well. His marks didn’t travel back in time with him.

Duchar greeted them in his salon, just like in the last loop. “Lord Magnos, it is such a pleasure to welcome you to my humble abode,” he said with a slight bow. “I am most honored to meet the great Firewand herself in person as well. Your work on human and inhuman anatomies has been invaluable in my research.”

Agnes answered the praise with a glare. “You stink of the Dark, wizard.”

“Your sensitivity to magic is as sharp as the tales say.” Duchar stroked his chin and turned to Simon. “Yet she seemed to have missed Your Majesty’s true nature.”

Agnes’ eyes widened slightly. “Your Majesty?”

Simon responded by calling upon the Overlord Class outfit. The sight of her master’s armor managed to take Agnes Firewand aback.

“That is right, I am the Overlord, your lord and master by the brand you bear,” Simon confirmed. “This information shall not leave this room.”

“I… yes, I understand, Your Majesty.” Agnes Firewand lowered her head in submission in a gesture Simon could tell had been rehearsed a thousand times. “I live to serve.”

“Then answer me this: of your Classes, which one do you value the least?”

“Gladiator,” she replied without hesitation.

Huh? Simon had expected the Game Master. No matter, that suited his plans just fine. “I want you to lend me its Crestone for a time. I shall return it eventually.”

Agnes didn’t particularly seem to care about it. Her hand reached out for the back of her jacket, slipped it inside, and then brought out one of the Crestones once encrusted in her spine with casual ease. Simon thought the extraction would have been more painful.

He studied the stone for a moment. It was a small brown pearl decorated with an axe-like rune on its smooth surface. Simon could feel the mana radiating from it.

“Which Noble Class is the Gladiator the Vassal of?” Simon asked Duchar.

“The Berserker, Your Majesty.”

Simon scoffed. It would be such a sweet irony if he were to beat Thalas with a Vassal of his own Class. “How do I activate it, Agnes?”

“Focus on the Crestone as you utter its name,” she replied. “One cannot wear two Class outfits at once, not even the Overlord, but Your Majesty can switch between those they have access to at will.”

Simon thanked her with a nod, then held the Crestone as he uttered the word. “Gladiator.”

Mana erupted from the Crestone in waves that enveloped him whole. He immediately sensed the Overlord Class’ first instinct to resist it, yet it yielded to its wielder’s will and stepped back. New armor replaced his previous Class outfit. Made of sharpened steel, it was far lighter than the Overlord one, leaving his chest and belly exposed while keeping his arms and legs protected. A masked helmet appeared to hide his face, and a curved axe in his hand.

Simon could instantly feel something was wrong. Nay, scratch that; he felt wrong. He felt constrained by clothes that did not fit his size. The Crestone’s mana clashed with his now natural affinity for miasma, with his true power lurked beyond the threshold, waiting to reemerge.

Simon was no true Gladiator; he was the Overlord pretending to be a Gladiator. He could tell the difference on a fundamental level. The Crestone granted him its power, but there was a small disconnect between him and the Gladiator Class; and that would likely have consequences. Keeping that Class outfit on already felt a lot more draining than the Overlord armor. Perhaps he would level-up slower too, or suffer another penalty.

No matter. One could still wear a shoe that didn’t fit their size when the need arose.


You have unlocked the Gladiator Class. 

Gladiator: A firebrand arena warrior who fights for coin and fame alike. Strength S, Vitality B, Agility C, Perception C, Magic E, Intelligence E, Charisma A, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Finisher (Passive): You gain a temporary bonus whenever you finish off an opponent in a way that impresses onlookers.

Innate Perk: Crowd Favorite (Passive): You gain a bonus to your physical stats proportional to the number of spectators. 

Level 1 Perk: Melee Master 1 (passive): Can wield all melee weapons with medium proficiency (x1.5 damage). 



The Gladiator Class was clearly weaker than the Overlord one. The Warmonger Perk covered ranged weapons, unlike Melee Master, and Overlord surpassed Gladiator in nearly all stats except for Agility, and even then the difference was marginal.

Nonetheless, it had the distinct advantage of not being hunted down by every imperial powerbroker.

“This will do,” Simon said upon changing back into the Overlord. The miasma armor immediately felt more comfortable because it fit him. “Cassandra, Agnes, I will now apply upon you the Brand of Sloth, which shall grant you increased experience gain and allow us to remain in contact… if you want it, that is.”

“It would be an honor to bear the mark, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied with enthusiasm, as Simon expected her to.

In stark contrast, Agnes simply nodded obediently. “As Your Majesty wishes.”

She has no will of her own left. At least this will ensure she cannot betray my secrets and that I can call her anytime. Simon proceeded to apply the Brands of Sloth to those two, marking Cassandra on the throat and Agnes on the back so no one could see it in public. Something’s wrong here…

Simon had begun to grow somewhat aware of whenever he gained experience, like a subtle shiver in his spine or a subtle feeling in the back of his head. He sensed that when he branded Agnes, but not Cassandra.

Could it be…

“Duchar, I need to test something,” he said. “Bring me some of your undead.”



Simon confirmed his suspicions the moment he smashed a skeleton’s face in with his morning star and felt nothing.

Duchar agreed to let him wreck a few of his undead thralls, all of which Simon had demolished in the previous reign. This time, returning them to the Dark didn’t so much as provide a whiff of experience while he wore the Overlord outfit. Simon could only think of one explanation.

He could not gain experience in the Overlord Class twice for the same reason, even across multiple reigns.

Granting Cassandra the Brand of Sloth meant he would never grow stronger from doing it again in a future lifetime. That also went for the people he slew. Executing Lorimor a second time would likely fail to provide any benefit.

To progress in the Overlord Class meant to strive for new and ever greater conquests.

On the other hand, Simon could indeed gain experience in non-Overlord classes so long as he channeled the appropriate Class outfit. He had managed to gain a second level in Gladiator from beheading a skeleton with his axe, though it immediately disappointed him.

“Why didn’t I gain a Perk at my second Gladiator level?” Simon told Agnes. “I gained one from Overlord.”

“The Overlord is the world’s most powerful Class, Your Majesty, and Vassal Classes are limited imitations of the original Noble Classes they derive from,” Agnes replied calmly. “Gladiator is simply inferior.”

Was that why Father disdained all other Classes other than Overlord then? Because it was simply the best option? Simon still doubted that was his reason. Other Classes could do things even the Overlord couldn’t. There had to be a limit of some kind he hadn’t found out yet.

Otherwise, his inability to gain experience twice for the same thing proved a real issue. It was only a matter of time until Duchar ran out of undead Simon that hadn’t yet destroyed. He needed other ways to level-up, other foes to kill, and he could think of one person who could give him exactly that.

It was time to meet with Dassein.

  

    
        Chapter 14: In His Highness' Service (3)

    
    
    
    
  Dassein, second son of Overlord Balzam Magnos, was a lion of a man.

It had been over a year since Simon last saw his half-brother, but he hadn’t changed a bit; he was still the same six and a half foot tall titan of pure muscles that towered over most men. His mane of red hair fell upon the sides of his square face and scarred jaw, being tied in a braid on his back. His eyes, the family’s pale shade of grey, carried a young father’s warmth and a general’s hardness in equal measure. He had welcomed Simon in his castle’s courtyard while clad in the golden armor of his Noble Rider Class, the only one in the world.

Simon and Agnes Firewand watched him swing his enormous claymore, Gurgurant, which five normal men would be incapable of lifting, with a single hand. The blow threw three soldiers back with such violence that their knightly Class outfits dispelled in an instant.

This caused Dassein to scowl and call upon men in the audience. “Healers!”

“We are fine, Your Highness…” one of the men lied, even as he failed to stand back up on his own two feet. “We can still… still fight…”

“You have nothing to prove, soldier,” Dassein chastised him. “You fought well, all of you, and I will not have you suffer lasting wounds during a training bout. There is no shame in accepting treatment.”

Simon turned to Agnes. “Would you kindly heal them?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” she replied, being careful to only call him His Majesty in private as ordered. Agnes waved a hand at the soldiers—not even bothering to change into her Class outfit—and bathed them in green light. The glow quickly erased their bruises and eased their exhaustion.

“You have my thanks, the both of you,” Dassein said with a nod of approval. “It had been a while, Simon. How is Lauriane doing?”

“Busy, and missing you… as is Anna.” Simon chuckled. “She asked me to chastise you for refusing all her dinner invitations.”

“Which I sincerely regret,” Dassein replied with a heavy, auroch-like sigh. “I didn’t even have the time to do the academy introduction speech. I’ve had my hands full with the beastmen and… other matters.” He gave Simon a long, hard look as if to confirm they understood each other, then moved on. “Tell her I’ll try to visit her next month.”

“I will, although I admit I’m not here for Anna.”

“So I’ve heard. What’s all this talk about you joining my troops in the field?”

Simon presented his half-brother with his Gladiator Crestone. “Agnes has kindly lent it to me, and I would like to level-up quickly. I figured joining your soldiers out on missions would let me gain experience quickly.”

Dassein frowned. “To help protect Anna, or to protect yourself from Thalas?”

“Both,” Simon replied with undisguised annoyance. He had hoped the hunt for Casval would have caused Euphemia to send her awful son away from the academy, but he had unfortunately shown up the day before anyway. “I’m sick of him.”

“I know he is a handful to deal with, and I still have no idea why he loathes you so much, but you shouldn’t escalate things with him,” Dassein advised. Although he was closer to the War Party than the Church one, he wasn’t a fanatical supporter either. “I fear all this bickering and politicking in the family will spiral out of control. We would be better off uniting against our enemies abroad. A closed fist will always beat an open palm whose fingers stretch in all directions.”

“Well, tell that to Thalas. I seek no quarrel with him.” For this reign at least. “I just want to be able to defend myself if it comes to it.”

“I see...” Dassein crossed his arms. “Unfortunately, I will have to decline your demand.”

Simon scowled in disappointment. “Why?”

“Our current strategy to deal with the beastmen tribes is to divide and conquer,” Dassein explained. “We extract tributes from those willing to bend the knee, raid those that do not, encourage strife with preferential trade agreements so they do not ally against us, and step in as arbiters once they’ve all exhausted themselves fighting each other. I hope to pacify all of Telluria within a few years with this strategy at a minimum cost to our forces, but it is a very complicated diplomatic dance.”

“And you cannot trust a newcomer in the ballroom because you don’t want them stepping on anyone else’s toes.”

“Yes. I would have gladly agreed had you received more extensive military training under my command, but I cannot dispatch a new recruit anywhere sensitive without extensive drilling.” Dassein smiled thinly. “However, I can think of another way for you to level-up quickly in your current situation.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “Which is?”

“Boys,” Dassein told his men. “Bring him the bounties.”

Simon understood the moment a soldier brought him a pile of wanted posters.

Bounties in the empire usually fell into two categories: criminals on the run, and monsters preying on merchant routes or communities. Most were wanted dead or alive, with very few exceptions, and claiming the reward usually involved bringing back a body part that imperial diviners would then use to confirm the target’s death.

The empire had a very strict system in place to avoid incidents or mishaps. The state had to validate a bounty—usually from a judge or guilds who had been wronged by the target—with a baseline reward, after which any private citizen or organization could contribute to the common pot. Anyone wishing to claim a reward needed an official license, which usually involved registering with the military and a long vetting process. Few people even passed it without a Crestone.

“You would grant me an official license?” Simon asked, dumbfounded. “Just like that?”

“I wouldn’t have considered it if you didn’t have Firewand by your side, but she’s more than over-qualified to deal with these small fry and keep you alive,” Dassein replied. “I will also grant you a special authorization to skip certain courses at the academy so you can focus on your hunts.”

That’s an even better deal than joining the army, Simon thought while he checked over the posters. I’ll be able to fight without supervision, and thus level-up in the Overlord Class undetected.

Casval had his own poster, much to Simon’s immense amusement. He was only wanted alive and carried a large six-figure bounty sure to bring every professional bounty hunter in the empire after him.

“Everyone is after that man, my own troops included, so these local troublemakers have been left mostly unchecked.” Dassein drew three posters from the pile. “They’ll be worth their weight in gold and experience alike.”


Redhand, Marilith Bandit Queen

Threat Estimation: Rank B

Reward: 2,000 gold coins (plus one gold coin per allied Redhand scalefolk scalp). 

A rare, six-armed lamia matriarch of the Scalefolk Tribe has gathered a large bandit group raiding imperial patrols. Locals have taken to calling the bandits ‘Redhands,’ from the shape of their markings. The lamia herself is suspected to possess a fighting-oriented Vassal Class of some kind and is extremely dangerous. Engage with caution. 

The Horse-Eater Ogre

Threat Estimation: Rank C

Reward: 1,500 gold coins. 

An abnormally large ogre, roughly fifteen to sixteen feet tall, has developed an appetite for horse flesh. It raids both merchant caravans and members of the Centaur Federation allied with the Empire of Endymion, who have petitioned the army for assistance; you may receive local assistance in your hunt by contacting Lyncia of the Centaur Federation.

Hellhound of Marsile

Threat Estimation: Rank D

Reward: 1,000 gold coins (plus one silver for every wolf pelt). 

The imperial army wishes to open a new trade route between the settlements of Marsile and Bramimonde, but a hellhound has turned the area into its territory. The creature leads an abnormally large pack of at least a hundred wolves and feral dogs that prey on beasts and men alike. The animals are expected to scatter once the beast is dead. 



“What does the threat estimation scale represent?” Simon asked Dassein. “Their level?”

“Sort of. Rank D would be the equivalent of a criminal with a Class level between 1 and 20; a rank C threat, between 21 and 40; rank B would be between 41 and 60, and so on, with E being weak enough to be handled by people without Classes.”

Since Agnes out-leveled all these creatures, Simon could confront them with a safety net and gain some experience. It was simply perfect.

“I will give you copies of the reports we received on all these bounties, to make your hunt easier,” Dassein added. “I can also grant you access to military-grade gear and weapons to complement your Class.”

“That’s… that’s more help than I’d hoped,” Simon replied, overwhelmed with gratitude. He had almost forgotten how good it felt to interact with a truly pleasant brother. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I will be the one thanking you once you clean up all these messes for me. You’ll make the region safer for everyone, too.” Dassein smiled warmly. “To be honest, I’m very happy with your initiative, Simon. I feared you wouldn’t amount to much, considering you spent all your days with your nose stuck in books, so I’m glad you’ve taken steps to improve and better yourself. You’ll find yourself a wife in no time at this rate.”

“Quicker than you, Your Highness!” one soldier joked, which caused all the others to burst out laughing; none louder than Dassein himself.

“See how they rub it in, Simon?” Dassein patted his half-brother on the shoulder. “Take care, and bring glory to House Magnos.”

“That’s the plan.”



“I must protest, Your Highness,” Leonard said when Simon and Agnes returned to the academy to announce their intentions to depart immediately for a bounty hunt. “At least allow one of us to accompany you.”

“Firewand will be more than enough to protect me should the need arise,” Simon replied. “Until then, I need someone here to keep an eye on Eole, Lorimor, and Anna.”

While he hadn’t yet found a use for Eole, since she refused to share anything about her people and culture, he had given Lorimor a handful of documents from Duchar’s archive to study. The man would be more useful working at the academy than dispatched out into the field. Most importantly, Simon intended to use the bounty hunt to practice with his Overlord Class, so the fewer eyewitnesses, the better.

“Your Highness, please,” Meredith insisted. “Your father will have our heads if anything happens to you. We do not doubt Lady Firewand’s abilities, but…”

“I simply cannot understand why Your Highness wouldn’t want more bodyguards on a difficult mission,” Leonard said before giving Simon a long, hard look. “Unless, of course, you wish to level-up in a Class whose existence you feel you cannot trust us with.”

Simon froze in shock, but quickly regained his composure and held Leonard’s stare for a very, very long time. The tension was palpable, with Meredith straightening up.

“I knew the moment Your Highness resisted the shifter songstress’ attempt at enthralling your mind without wearing any magical item,” Leonard said. “A passive Perk of some kind was the only possible explanation, and the Gladiator Class offers no protection against mental effects.”

“What makes you think she tried?” Simon replied, noting that Leonard used the term ‘shifter’ rather than beastwoman.

“Because I would have tried in her place, and because Your Highness insisted on meeting her alone after I warned him of the possibility, probably as a test of loyalty; a test which she likely failed, considering your orders to keep her under close surveillance.”

The man was far too sharp for his own good. It was the second time he had guessed that Simon owned a Class based on limited information. His deductions were as annoying as they were impressive.

“I am not certain what Your Highness wishes to hide, but you need not fear anything from us,” Leonard insisted. “Our oath is to you and your father, the Overlord. We would not betray your secrets under the pain of death and torture.”

“Is that so? Then let me ask you a hypothetical question.” Simon studied the man’s face. “What if I knew a secret I didn’t want the Overlord to know? Something that you knew the Overlord should be informed of? Would you tell him, or not?”

“Yes, I would.” Leonard raised an eyebrow ever so slightly. “Does Your Highness have such a secret?”

At least he was honest. “And if my father were to die and say, Thalas, were to inherit the Overlord’s throne?”

Leonard smiled thinly. “I find that an unlikely prospect, Your Highness.”

“I agree,” Simon replied with a chuckle, “but hypothetically, if a man as ill-suited as Thalas were to become the Overlord and I knew a secret I didn’t want him to know, but that he should… would you betray my secret to him?”

“Yes, of course.”

Leonard didn’t even hesitate, which only strengthened Simon’s respect for him. It was nice to have people clear about their loyalties.

“What of you, Meredith?” Simon inquired. “Would you inform Thalas?”

“I…” Meredith cleared her throat. “With all due respect to Your Highness… yes, I would. My oath is to the office, not the man.”

“So you would follow the Overlord, no matter who they are?”

“Yes. The Overlord is Endymion itself, whose will is law.”

Simon pondered what to make of this. He was starting to wonder how long he could keep the Overlord Class a secret from his men-at-arms. Leonard consistently guessed something was afoot within days through mere observation, and Meredith had already followed him to Duchar’s home in the previous reign. Not telling them anything would only cause them to grow more suspicious and act in ways he couldn’t foresee. It might be better to give them information now, but in a way that gave him leverage over them.

Moreover, his father had picked these two to become his men-at-arms while knowing Simon was set to inherit the Overlord Class. The old man had anticipated his death well enough to leave breadcrumbs for his successor. There had to be a reason why he chose these two. If they were truly more loyal to the Overlord’s office rather than anyone who held the position… then Father might have put them on Simon’s path so they would help train him.

Simon decided to take the risk, albeit with some insurance on the side.

“My true Class is a carefully guarded state secret,” Simon said, surprising his men-at-arms. “I will need special guarantees that you cannot spill it to anyone.”

Meredith cleared her throat. “If Your Highness wants an oath from us–”

“Words are wind. If you truly want to know, then I will cast a curse upon you both. A spell that will punish you with death if you reveal anything to anyone outside this room. Are you truly sure you want that?”

It wasn’t entirely a bluff. The Brand of Sloth’s description said it would inflict ‘heavy damage’ on the bearer should Simon decide to remove it. He hadn’t had the opportunity to test out that feature yet, but it might very well slay its host.

Leonard and Meredith briefly exchanged a glance, then nodded at once.

“Then kneel, and close your eyes,” Simon ordered. His men-at-arms obeyed without any complaint, so he moved behind them. “This is your last chance to turn back without any shame. Do you accept the cursed mark? Nothing can remove it once applied.”

“I am ready, Your Highness,” Leonard replied.

“As I am,” Meredith said.

Let’s cross that bridge then. Simon briefly donned his Overlord outfit, his men-at-arms wincing when they sensed the miasma exuding from him, and then applied the Brands of Sloth to each of them on a spot close to the heart. If the damage of removing them focused on the mark’s area, then it would likely kill them.


Level 11 Perk: Devour Crestone I (Active): You can consume a Crestone–destroying it utterly–to permanently gain one of the Perks you’ve unlocked with its associated Class; once selected, the chosen Perk will then replace Devour Crestone I across your reigns.



Oh, a new Overlord level? Then again, he could feel the Class’ delight at claiming new servants. A ruler thrived on the size and quality of their retinue–

Wait.

Devour Crestones?

Simon reread the notification for a moment as the implications dawned upon him, then quickly forced himself to focus back on the present moment.

“You may now open your eyes and turn around,” Simon said. His retainers obeyed, with Meredith gasping in shock upon seeing him wearing the Overlord armor. Leonard’s response was more subdued, but the shock was written all over his gaze. “You see me as I am: your lord and master.”

“You are…” Meredith covered her mouth with her hand. “But then it means His Majesty is–”

“Alive, as far as the world is concerned,” Simon replied through telepathy to both of his retainers, startling them. “From now on then, there shall be no betrayal. That information shall remain a strict secret until I am ready to ascend to the Crimson Throne.”

Well, he had no intention to take it at all, but the thought that they were protecting Endymion’s future sovereign ought to delight these two. This position would bring them great prestige, and sensing his presence in their minds should dissuade them from sharing his secrets.

“I see… I understand your need for secrecy and your desire to gain levels better now, Your Majesty,” Leonard said before coughing. “Forgive me, but I must ask: did you–”

“No,” Simon replied, anticipating Leonard’s question. “My father’s death is no sin of mine.”

“His Late Majesty was assassinated by an outsider who remains unidentified,” Agnes Firewand said. “His Current Majesty was chosen as the heir in secret as a precaution, though I was not aware of it until today.”

It surprised Simon that she would come to his assistance without prompting. Did her slave mark compel her to assist the Overlord and not simply obey his orders or defend him? It served him well in any case.

“I suspect my father selected the two of you to protect me until the day I am ready to rule,” Simon said, assessing his two retainers. “Was he right to think so?”

“Y-yes, of course!” Meredith immediately knelt at his feet. “Your secret is safe with us until the day you seize the Crimson Throne.”

“My oath remains unchanged,” Leonard added as he bowed. “You are the Overlord. My sword is yours, Your Majesty.”

“I shall count on it.” And betrayal would carry severe consequences during this reign and future ones. Simon cancelled his Class outfit to reduce the chances of his miasma being detected. “The curse will manifest as a brand on your back. You are forbidden to show it to anyone outside the people already in this room.”

“I can sense a coldness crawling on my back,” Meredith muttered under her breath. “It touches my very soul.”

“It shall bring you a few benefits,” Simon said. “Serve me well and you shall be richly rewarded.”

There, the carrot and the stick. Father would be proud.

“You’re both dismissed for now,” Simon informed his retainers. He watched them leave his quarters without a word, and prayed to the Light he hadn’t made a huge mistake when they closed the door behind them. “Have you ever seen one of my predecessors devour a Crestone, Agnes?”

“Lord Gargauth ate the Paladin Noble Crestone after the Fifth White Unicorn Rebellion, to prevent another rebel from gaining its powers,” Agnes confirmed. “The Crestone was stuck in his belly for two decades until your father slew his predecessor and freed the Class by slicing Lord Gargauth’s stomach open.”

This implied that Gargauth had tried and failed to consume the Paladin Crestone. Was it because the Paladin was the Overlord’s natural enemy, or because it was a Noble Class? Maybe the Devour Crestone Perk only worked on Vassal Crestones? Simon couldn’t be certain until he tried.

If Simon understood the Perk correctly, he could absorb one Perk from the Gladiator Class which he had already unlocked, and make it an Overlord one by sacrificing the Crestone. This provided an incentive to level it up until he gained something worth assimilating. Was the reason why Overlords disdained other Classes because they had already looted the abilities they wanted from others?

The fact that the perk was called Devour Crestone I also implied that Simon would unlock other variants or upgrades of it in time, which could only mean one thing.

The Overlord Class was customizable.

  

    
        Chapter 15: In His Highness' Service (4)

    
    
    
    
  True to his word, Dassein provided Simon with all the equipment he needed, including reports on the bounties, fast horses, soldiers’ rations, and even an enchanted flaming sword. Simon didn’t particularly need the latter, considering he already had his energy-sucking morning star, but he accepted the gift anyway.

He had received very few in his life and appreciated it all the more for it.

More importantly, no group of inquisitors nor soldiers had entered his room this morning to drag him out to his execution, which meant neither Meredith nor Leonard had betrayed his secret, something which pleased Simon greatly.

He didn’t lower his guard just yet, though. In the end, Simon had decided to bring his entire retinue with him for the hunt to ensure he could keep an eye on everyone for now. He figured this would be a good occasion to bond with them and see how they could perform as a unit. Agnes had also confirmed that she could slightly alter Eole and Lorimor’s slave crests so that they would trigger the ‘death’ mechanism should they spill the beans about the Overlord Class’ true owner, so that covered his last source of concern.

The hellhound’s territory was a five-hour ride from Beleth, covering a grassland pass set between two hills. The army had known of its location for a while and escorted important caravans through the area, but the beast constantly managed to elude their hunting expeditions. Monsters were often smart enough to avoid picking fights they couldn’t win.

So Simon brought an expert along.

“Have you found a trail?” he asked Cassandra.

“I have, Your Majesty,” Cassandra confirmed. She had put on her Witch Class outfit for the task, causing a dark hat to materialize over her veil, a ghostly lantern to adorn her waist, and a black twisted staff to appear in her hand. “The beast lurks to the east.”

“I concur,” Agnes Firewand confirmed. “I sense the presence of the Dark nearby.”

Most monsters were the result of miasma mutating living creatures, so Simon assumed having someone like Cassandra come along would help. The young witch had accepted the offer with rare enthusiasm, since she wished to learn how a hellhound appeared so close to a populated area.

Simon had also found another use for Eole: namely, as a flying lookout. The kish didn’t particularly relish the task, but obeyed it nonetheless. She was flying in circles above them since her crest prevented her from moving too far away from Simon without inflicting pain unless he gave her an explicit order. He was pretty sure she would use any opportunity to run away and thus didn't take the risk.

“We should stay against the wind so the beasts do not smell our approach,” Leonard wisely suggested. “Wolves tend to be more active at dusk, and the sun will not set for a few hours yet. We should be able to get the drop on the creature while it sleeps with some luck.”

Cassandra smiled thinly. “Hellhounds do not sleep, Ser Leonard; they simply wait.”

“What can you tell us about this creature?” Simon asked.

“Hellhounds are canines who have been infused with miasma, gaining greater size, strength, and the power of fire itself,” Cassandra said, her voice betraying her enthusiasm for the subject. “Their blood and breath carry flames. They can grow larger than draft horses, and often gain additional heads as they age.”

“The one we are hunting only has one, according to reports, Your Highness,” Meredith added. “It should be no match for us, though we will gain little experience from it.”

Which bothered Simon. He had picked the hellhound as their first target since it was the closest and weakest one, but he hoped to at least gain one or two more levels from it.

“I still do not quite understand how this ‘experience’ is attributed,” he admitted. “I’ve heard it’s usually split between a group. Is that true?”

“While it is generally true that an individual’s experience share tends to become diluted the more people participate in a battle, there are nonetheless countless exceptions,” Leonard replied. “There is no universal formula for ‘experience’ because its rate of attribution depends on countless factors, the first of which is the Class itself. A Tactician may gain much experience from a battle without drawing their blade, so long as they guide their allies to victory through sound stratagems; while a Gladiator and a Wizard fighting in that same battle will earn experience at different rates depending on their actions.”

“You mean how much they contribute to the fight?” Simon inquired.

“Yes and no. Experience represents how much in tune a given person is with their Crestone and Class, which is why an individual can level-up in more than one along separate tracks. A Knight who fights from afar is not in tune with his Class, no more than a Thief who fights fair. I would assume that a Gladiator would gain the most experience from fighting in an arena and with an audience than they would when assassinating someone in a back alley.”

“Though that Gladiator will gain experience in either case,” Meredith noted. “The one who lands the killing blow usually receives the largest share of available experience, but someone who did not participate until the last stretch and lands the coup de grace will not earn much.”

That would explain why Simon only received two levels from slaying Lorimor in a previous loop, although he had already been a level 8 Scholar back then. Simon had landed the killing blow, but did none of the heavy lifting in capturing him. An execution was no glorious victory in battle.

“So gaining experience is not only about what we kill, but how we kill it,” Simon summarized. This raised even more questions. Which of his Classes would gain more experience from this hunt? Should he focus on strengthening Gladiator rather than Overlord so the latter could eventually consume one of the former’s abilities? “Agnes, how did the previous Overlords usually gain levels?”

Her answer was straight and to the point. “Through conquest.”

Figures. Simon guessed that explained why his father had been so relentless in his wars. Expanding the empire might very well have been the only reliable way for him to level-up the Overlord Class after a certain point. Killing a monster and taking its territory isn’t as glamorous as conquering Telluria, but it should fit the Overlord’s desires. 

Simon should summon the Keeper of the Throne and ask if it had any information on his predecessors’ Class choices the next time he visited Castle Frightwall. He had tried to call the shade to his side in Beleth, but it failed to appear. The distance from the Crimson Throne was probably too great.

Lorimor, who had been silently riding at the back of the group with a bag filled with documents he would have to decode during the trip, squinted. “The previous Overlords?”

“All will become clear in time,” Simon replied before looking up. “Do you see anything, Eole?”

Simon could see her scowl of annoyance at receiving orders all the way from the ground, but she answered his query all the same. “I see wolves near a cave.”

“The hellhound must be inside,” Simon said before delivering orders. “Meredith, Leonard, ensure we are not disturbed and protect everyone else. Firewand and I will take care of the hellhound.”

Cassandra chuckled. “Your Highness is gallant, but I can defend myself. I am a level 30 Witch.”

“Is that so?” Simon asked. Damn it, everyone in his party except Lorimor was higher-level than him! “Very well, good hunt to you then.”

It didn’t take them long to find the cave at the base of a hill, with the entrance slightly hidden behind groves of overgrown strawberry bushes. Half a dozen wolves kept watch close to the threshold and immediately began to growl at them. Leonard and Meredith dismounted, then quickly transformed into their Class outfits.

Leonard’s Dreadnought Class quickly covered him in a bulky, knightly white and blue plate armor covering every inch of his skin. The helmet boasted a yellow crest and a face mask with only a horizontal slit to let his eyes see through. The left hand carried a heavy pavise shield, and the right a longsword. Meredith’s Valkyrie transformation was subtler, with her armor gaining metal wings at the heels and waist, a feathered hairband appearing on top of her head, and a white spear forming in her hands.

They lunged forward in a blur and sent wolf heads flying.

They moved so quickly that Simon struggled to follow their movements. He had heard Dreadnought was a relatively slow Class that focused on strength and defense, yet Leonard proved frighteningly fast with it anyway. He moved with a grace that belied his bulky armor and swung his sword with casual dexterity as if it were an extension of his own arm. Meredith was even swifter, her spear dancing between her fingers. Every thrust sent blood staining the grass, yet none stained her hair or clothes.

I have a lot of catching up to do, Simon thought as he and Firewand dismounted, then walked into the cave while their allies secured the area. Either of his retainers could kill him in the blink of an eye if they wanted to. A lord shouldn’t be weaker than his followers. 

Simon didn’t know why that bothered him so much. He craved a life of obscurity away from politics, and he had no intention of ever being in a position of leadership. He only intended to level-up the Overlord and Gladiator Classes so he could protect himself from the conspiracy targeting his family and grow strong enough to take revenge on the likes of Thalas. He shouldn’t care that his retainers were stronger than he was.

But it annoyed him nonetheless.

The cave was rather narrow, with moss-covered boulders and piles of leaves obstructing part of the footpath. Fragments of cracked and broken bones littered the ground. Most seemed to belong to horses or cockatrices, but a few were clearly humanoid skulls pounded and gnashed to pieces. A faint green glow illuminated the back of the cavern, like the light of a torch. He could smell the stench of dried blood in the air.

Simon put on the Overlord Class outfit, having decided to focus on leveling up the Overlord Class rather than Gladiator whenever possible. Overlord was the only Class whose levels he knew for a fact would carry on from reign to reign. He didn’t want to invest too much time in Gladiator until he had confirmed the same would apply to secondary Classes.

They found the creature at the back of the cave, feasting on a dead man’s corpse in the company of two she-wolves.

The beast was indeed a huge, ghoulish ebon-furred dog the size of a horse. Its eyes burned with greenish flames, and its jaws oozed acid. Its paws were wreathed in smoke that left burning prints on the ground. It raised its gaze at the newcomers without showing any fear.

Oh, and it had a rune-carved collar around its neck.

That surprised Simon. Had this beast been someone’s pet before it escaped? He somehow doubted it, considering the magic emanating from the device. Very strange indeed.

The hellhound growled at Simon and Agnes with a jaw full of fangs, each the length of daggers, imitated by the two she-wolves.

“Manling chose death by coming to Nessian’s den,” the hellhound said with a low, rasping voice. It took Simon aback until he recalled that his All-Seeing I Perk allowed him to understand all spoken languages; he guessed that it included even animal growls. “Manling should flee. It will make the hunt more amusing.”

Simon wasn’t impressed. “Who put that collar on your neck, beast?”

“Nessian does not speak back to food.”

“Good then, for I am no food of yours.” Simon responded by activating his Dreadful Aura Perk and began to radiate fear itself. The air grew heavy with malevolence, rattling the hellhound and frightening the she-wolves. The latter’s growls turned to whines as they cowered away to the back of the cave.

“Cowards!” the hellhound growled at them, but they wouldn’t budge. “Unworthy to bear Nessian’s pups!”

“Your girlfriends are more afraid of me than you,” Simon taunted the creature. “Do you think I can win on my own at level eleven, Agnes?”

“Yes, but it might be a close call.”

“Good. Then stay in the back, and do not intervene unless my life is in danger.” Simon raised his morning star. “Dark Saber.”

Swirling shadows wreathed his morning star in darkness, and he marched forward to put the dog down.

“Nessian runs from no fight!” the hellhound roared while fearlessly charging ahead.

The cornered beast immediately responded by lunging at him from across the cave, its jaws wide open for the bite. It was fast, but Simon had trained often enough in Duchar’s maze for his reflexes to kick in. He moved to the left just as the beast’s fangs attempted to close in on him, then struck it in the head. The morning star hit with enough power to kill a man outright, and while it did bloody the animal’s eye, it mostly only enraged it further.

Simon raised his morning star for a follow-up strike, but the hellhound swiped at him with his smoky paw. The blow hit Simon in the chest with more strength than any of Duchar’s undead. Although his Overlord armor absorbed most of the blow, he was still flung against the nearest cave wall.

Simon grunted and prepared to attack again when the hellhound opened its mouth. It let out a fearsome howl that echoed across the cave, with the whines of the she-wolves echoing in the background. Simon could feel the noise sink into his soul and chill him to the core. His strength was leaving him, his armor and morning star alike suddenly growing heavier.


All physical stats down. Terror negated by Indomitable Crown. 



A debuff?

Simon barely had time to blink before the hellhound followed up the howl with a deep inhalation. Green light built up in the beast’s throat, and emerald fire poured out of its maw.

It was Simon’s third time being burned alive, and it never stopped hurting.

Green fire licked his armor and heated it up in an attempt to boil him alive within the miasmic metal, burning his skin and hurting him. The pain was intense, but thankfully nowhere near as terrible as Casval’s breath.

A debuff followed by a killing strike. The creature was smart.

A pity for it that Simon had learned his lesson.

“Shadow Chain!” Simon cast in response. A chain of miasma arose from the ground and then coiled around the monster’s jaws, snapping its maw shut and keeping its fiery breath trapped in the gullet.

Simon quickly exploited the opportunity to rise from the smoke surrounding him and smash the beast in the face with all of his might. His blow was weaker due to his drained strength, but his weapon’s enchantments more than made up for it. His blow snapped bones and sent fangs flying across the cave.

The hellhound grunted through the barbed chain keeping its maw shut, and rose on its hind legs. It tried to slam Simon to the ground, but that proved a mistake. Simon swiftly summoned a second set of shadow chains, had them encircle the monster’s feet, and then punched it in the stomach. The beast was thrown off balance and collapsed onto its back.

Simon smashed it again in the face, and this time his morning star’s spikes reached all the way to the brain. Burning caustic blood stained his armor, followed by the sweet feeling of the hellhound’s lifeforce flowing into Simon. His Deathmastery I Perk fed on its death and healed his burns.

Soon, only the noise of his morning star hitting a corpse echoed throughout the cave, followed by a sigh of satisfaction as Simon sensed the debuff fade away. It was a pleasant feeling, yet incomparable to the surge of experience and the thrill of two new level-ups.


Level 12 Perk: Warmonger II (Passive): All of the Overlord’s weapons are treated as magical for the purpose of overcoming damage reductions when they wear the Class Outfit. 

Level 13 Perk: Unquestionable Ruler I (Passive): Lower-level animals, sentient plants, and mindless monsters instinctively see you as a figure of authority to be obeyed. 



Simon couldn’t put words on the satisfaction he felt right now. It had been one thing to kill undead critters specifically designed to be destroyed at his hand; it was another to win a real fight through his own strength, without help nor guidance. It was so refreshing to revel in his own power after spending years cowering to avoid the ire of more powerful people.

He could get used to it.

Simon glanced at the two she-wolves at the back of the cave and quickly noticed that their attitude had changed due to his new Perk. They crouched and showed their bellies in submission, begging him to spare them with their big black eyes.

Agnes Firewand, who had observed the scene without a word, finally spoke up. “Does Your Majesty need healing?”

“No need,” Simon replied, his gaze settled on the terrified she-wolves at the back of the cave. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes, master,” one of them replied, whining. “Please don’t eat us.”

“That depends on your answer.” Simon pointed at the hellhound’s collar. “Who put this device on the dead hellhound’s neck?”

“We… we don’t know,” one of the wolves replied uneasily. “Packleader Nessian had it when he arrived. Said it was the ‘mistress’’ gift.”

“Packleader Nessian said to kill all the manlings crossing his territory,” the other said. “When our sister told Packleader Nessian that manlings don’t bring much meat and that their metal fangs bite harder than ours, he devoured her.”

A mistress? This intrigued Simon, on top of the hellhound’s targeting of humans in the area. Did someone put it up to this?

A pity he hadn’t unlocked the Perk before confronting the hellhound and forcing it to submit to him. This would have spared him a fight and gotten him more information.

Realizing he wouldn’t learn much else from the wolves, Simon decided to let them go with a warning. A silver coin per fur seemed cheap for the lives of animals forced into obedience by an overgrown bully.

“Find the rest of your pack and tell them to find a better hunting ground,” he said. “Any of them that stay in the area past the next sunrise will be slain.”

“Y-yes, master.” The two animals wisely fled through another part of the cave than where they entered from without further complaint or looking back.

“Can you identify where the collar came from?” Simon asked Agnes, who had been observing the entire scene from afar without intervening.

“I lack divination spells to track down the owner, Your Majesty, but I can confirm this device is a variant of the slave collars authorities usually put on shifters,” Agnes replied. “Those are designed to inflict pain should the wearer walk away from a designated area.”

“So someone intentionally set this monster loose on the region?” Simon inquired. This must have been an act of sabotage, since the hellhound disrupted the flow of trade and the army’s supply routes. “Sever the head and collar for safekeeping. Dassein should be interested.”

“Your Highness!” Meredith called from outside the cave. “You should come out with haste!”

Simon frowned, then canceled the Overlord Class and left Agnes to extract the hound’s head. He walked outside the cave to find his retainers surrounded with blood and wolf corpses. All of them still wore their Class outfits, even though Simon sensed no danger, and looked at the horizon with small concern. He squinted in that direction, but he didn’t see–

There. A small point beneath the clouds, so far away he could hardly see it.

“What’s that?” Simon inquired.

“Some sort of winged beastman, Your Highness,” Meredith replied, her eyes narrowed at the clouds. “I mistook them for a wyvern at first, but those animals are not native to Telluria.”

“You can see them from here?”

“I can, Your Highness. My Valkyrie Class boasts both a high Perception stat and accuracy-improving Perks.”

It was quite the impressive feat, but a detail bothered Simon. Why did Meredith mistake the beastman for a wyvern rather than, say, a kish? A gnawing doubt formed in his mind.

“Describe them,” Simon ordered, his hand clenching on his morning star’s handle.

“It seems to be a human man of Your Highness’ age, with batlike wings and a reptilian tail… they seem to be wearing golden, scaled armor of some kind.”

Casval.

It was Casval.

Had he run all the way to Telluria after escaping his pursuers? What did he hope to do here?

“The Redhands’ territory is that way, Your Highness,” Leonard said upon seeing the frown on his employer’s face. “I would assume that shifter is associated with them, though I have no knowledge of a bat shifter.”

That is no bat, Simon thought, and it would be quite the coincidence if someone related to Gargauth were also associated with a scalefolk trying to raid imperial holdings…

Why did he have the feeling all those pieces formed a single puzzle of some kind? Simon hesitated on what to do next. He could retreat now, present his findings to Dassein, and let his half-brother deal with the matter. The imperial army would likely wipe out the Redhands themselves the moment they suspected them of harboring the Overlord, so Simon would rid himself of that annoyance without lifting a finger.

But… would Casval still be with the Redhands by the time Dassein mobilized? Or would he have fled elsewhere?

Simon glanced at his retinue of high-level troops. Although their Classes were all over the place, over half of his crew was over level thirty, and Dassein had been confident that Firewand alone could handle the entire Redhand band. The risk of death was minimal, but the possibility of losing track of Casval was strong.

Simon wouldn’t be able to rest so long as Casval and his allies continued to plot, so they had to die.

“Meredith, you’ll take our swiftest horse and report to my brother that Casval Ashmodai is making his way towards Redhand territory,” Simon decided. “The rest of us shall go after him.”

  

    
        Chapter 16: In His Highness' Service (5)

    
    
    
    
  The hunt for Casval went on well into the night, at which point they lost track of him.

Simon should have kept Meredith by his side and sent Leonard instead to warn Dassein. However good a soldier he might have been, Leonard lacked the enhanced Perception stat that might have allowed them to track the flying traitor into the night.

“It would be unwise to approach the Redhands’ territory at night,” Leonard advised. “Our information may be accurate, or it may be lacking. No soldier should underestimate his foes or enter their territory under unfavorable conditions.”

Simon begrudgingly agreed. Knowing that Casval was likely related to the Redhands’ recent activities should prove useful on its own, even if they failed to find him in their camp in the morning.

Since they were far away from Beleth, the group elected to set up camp in the Tellurian plains until morning. Leonard had thankfully anticipated a long expedition and brought tents for the trip, alongside rations. Agnes Firewand started a campfire with magic and then raised a ring of magical, smokeless purple flames around the encampment to shield it from anyone daring to approach. Simon found them quite soothing to look at, the same way he liked watching flames in a fireplace. It just eased his nerves.

The group then settled in for the night. Cassandra and Lorimor read documents by the fire, while Firewand listened to Eole playing the oud—with orders to strike her down should she try to magically charm anyone. As for Simon, he decided to practice using the Gladiator Class with Leonard, wielding the burning sword Dassein entrusted him with.

The difference between a Gladiator and the Overlord became quickly apparent the moment they clashed blades. While passive Perks provided benefits at all times, stats only revealed their true power when the user donned their outfit.

Gladiator was faster than Overlord, but its lower level made it feel slower in Simon’s hands. Leonard didn’t even need to use his pavise to stop his strikes; he simply parried them with his own sword with casual ease.

“You lean too much into your Class, Your Highness,” Leonard said, his voice deepened by his Dreadnought armor. “Medium proficiency Perks only offer passable skills. It will allow you to use acceptable moves, but nothing says Your Highness’ talent cannot exceed them.”

Simon lunged forward, expecting to clash blades again, only for Leonard to sidestep his strike and kick him in the leg. The blow threw him off balance and caused Simon’s face to become intimately acquainted with the ground; something which Eole delighted in, considering how her laughter echoed throughout the camp.

“One must make use of the unorthodox, especially Class wielders,” Leonard said before planting his sword in the ground and offering Simon his hand to rise up with. “Is Your Highness unhurt?”

“I’m fine, Leonard.” Truthfully, Simon preferred a trainer who pushed him rather than coddled him. Perhaps it was the Gladiator in him. “I still have much to learn.”

“Your Highness’ willingness to do so will serve you well,” Leonard said. “Most people with Classes rest on their laurels and rely on the knowledge their Perks grant them as crutches, when they ought to surpass these limitations through training. Every individual with medium proficiencies fights the same, which makes their moves predictable and easy to disrupt.”

“So training to use unorthodox moves will give me an advantage because their Classes haven't taught them how to properly react to them,” Simon guessed. “Is medium the lowest proficiency level available?”

Leonard nodded sharply. “To my knowledge, there are three levels of proficiency: medium, which grants skills equivalent to a trained soldier; advanced, which is comparable to a specialist; and perfect, which turns the user into a true master of the craft. I am currently at advanced proficiency myself, though I have crossed blades with warriors further along the path.”

“And you matched them by training and experience alone?”

“To a point. The gulf between each proficiency rank is vast indeed. However, there are many, many factors that decide a battle’s outcome beyond one’s skill with a sword.” Leonard glanced at the grass beneath their feet. “For example, the ground is rather slippery here, which makes it easier to knock an enemy off-balance; fighting another while facing the sun might blind you at a critical time; and so on. Your Highness needs to maximize all these tiny advantages before battle even begins, and if taken by surprise, you must learn to adapt on the fly to seize them. Only then will you achieve victory.”

“I understand.” It was refreshing talking with a clear expert in his subject. The likes of Thalas could pester Frightwall’s master-at-arms at will whenever they wished for pointers, while Simon had to be content with books. “Is that why you are so fast for a Dreadnought? You somehow managed to mitigate your Class’ slow speed?”

“Your Highness is sharp.” Leonard smiled faintly before removing his glove and revealing a silver ring on his finger. “I have a Ring of Stat Balance, which debuffs one of my stats to improve another by the same amount. In this case, I weakened my S-ranked Vitality to improve my D-ranked Agility. The Dreadnought already boasts multiple damage-reducing Perks, so it wasn’t that much of a trade-off.”

Impressive. Leonard had basically optimized his Class by covering its main weakness without sacrificing any big advantages.

“Customizing your Class with magic items also provides the benefit of surprise. Few of my foes ever expect a Dreadnought to charge at them in melee before they can react.” Leonard cleared his throat. “But we will continue this discussion and our training another time. Your Highness should get some rest. I will take the first watch for the night.”


Gladiator Level 3 Perk: Brave Heart I (Passive): You gain Immunity to Terror. 



“Interesting,” Simon mused as he cancelled the Gladiator outfit. He immediately felt as if a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. The Class took a lot more of his mana to stay up than Overlord. “Merely completing this training session levelled up my Gladiator Class.”

“Most professional gladiators train under a lanista before they take the stage, so I suppose I have served you in a similar capacity.” Leonard bowed. “Rest well, Your Highness.”

Simon thanked him for his service, but decided to check on Lorimor and Cassandra first before going to bed. The two were sitting apart from the group, with Cassandra pointing at the sky and Lorimor taking notes based on whatever she told him.

“I see you’ve been getting along,” Simon said upon approaching them. “I hope he hasn’t been too much of a bother, Cassandra?”

“Not at all, Your Highness,” she replied with a faint smirk. “I am always pleased to meet another student of the Dark.”

“As am I, Lady Cassandra,” Lorimor replied, and for once he sounded absolutely sincere. “It is so rare to see a young woman with an open mind.”

Perhaps I should have introduced him to Duchar earlier after all, Simon thought. He guessed the two creeps would have had much to talk about. Glancing at Lorimor’s notes showed that he was recording the stars themselves, most specifically zodiac constellations.

“Are you practicing astrology?” Simon inquired.

“Whoever wrote the documents Your Highness entrusted us with certainly did,” Lorimor replied. “From what I gathered, the author was charting the movement of a celestial body due to visit our sky one year from now.”

“A celestial body?” Simon blinked. “You mean a comet?”

“Most probably. According to these notes, it will appear in our sky roughly one year from now and cross the constellations. The calculations are so accurate you would believe the author had seen the object with his own eyes.”

Because he probably did, Simon thought. It would make sense that some of Balzam Magnos’ reigns lasted longer than others, likely even extending further beyond their present time. Simon wondered if his assassination could have been a random stroke of luck on the murderer’s part during his father’s final reign.

“From what I gather, the author associated each of these ‘demonbarrows’ with a constellation and believed that the comet crossing that particular part of the sky would let them magically locate these places,” Lorimor concluded. “It's pity the author failed to explain why they believed that.”

“The movement of celestial bodies has a great influence on magic,” Cassandra replied. “The elven astrologer Anaximander predicted the Year of the Doom long before it happened by studying the stars. The demonbarrows must magically resonate with the constellations.”

In short, Father was likely trying to locate these demonbarrows by studying this comet’s movement and then observing how it reacted to magical signatures across the world. The main mystery remained why he was so intent on finding these places. Was it linked to that ‘bring down the sky’ commandment Simon had found in his father’s archive?

He was starting to wonder if he should even be investigating all this. Balzam Magnos’ magical obsessions might have nothing to do with the conspiracy aiming to wipe out the Magnos bloodline as far as Simon could tell.

“If Your Highness would allow me to return home, I am certain my muse would help us decipher this mystery,” Lorimor said in a blatant attempt to deceive his new liege. “She possesses knowledge beyond compare.”

“I would be curious to meet with her as well,” Cassandra replied with a smile, as if the prospect of meeting some demonic entity was an entertaining academic pursuit rather than a deadly trap. “Only the most powerful of fiends can aspire to merge their essence with a human vessel’s flesh and soul.”

“You can forget it,” Simon said, immediately shooting it down. “Until you provide more results–”

White hot light illuminated the night in a flash.

The ring of flame around the camp intensified all of a sudden, the fire’s brightness growing so intense it almost hurt to look at it. Agnes Firewand and the others bolted to their feet, while Simon instinctively called upon the Gladiator Crestone to transform.

“What is happening?” Leonard asked, his Class outfit on.

“Someone is crossing the barrier,” Agnes Firewand said with a scowl before calling upon one of her Crestones. Her outfit changed into sleeveless, form-fitting, dancer-like robes of deep red and pitch blackness. Flames swirled around her arms, and a fire-shaped golden ornament appeared above her head. That had to be the Pyromancer Class outfit.

Crossing the flames? Simon could hardly believe it. The ring was a few meters thick and so hot that it should incinerate anything touching it.

And yet Firewand was right; a figure strolled through the flames with purpose, their shadow untouched by the fire.

“Your Highness, they call you?” a female voice called out from the flames. “I was wondering who were the rats chasing after me all day long.”

The figure walked out of the fire and into the camp without a single burn. Simon briefly mistook the stranger for Casval, for the resemblance was uncanny. Clad in golden scale armor covering a green tunic underneath, they boasted the same lilac eyes and blonde hair as Casval, alongside that fair and emotionless face that Anna had found irresistible. They could have been twins, if not for a small detail.

The stranger was a woman.

“You’re not Casval,” Simon stated the obvious.

“Are you another fool chasing after that failure? How boring.” The woman sneered in disdain, her gaze cold and steely. “Your hunt was for naught. I already ate him.”

She uttered those words so casually that Simon almost failed to pick up on the horrifying implications.

Thump.

Simon stared at the woman in disbelief. She felt wrong, somehow. Although she bore no weapon, she showed no fear or unease. There was something off about her, something reptilian in her unblinking stare and posture.

Thump, thump, thump. 

My heart hurts in my chest… Simon couldn’t explain that sensation of dread coursing through his veins. Lorimor and Cassandra appeared to share that unease, the both of them having frozen in place. Every instinct in me tells me to run… like I have entered some beast’s den. 

Eole appeared to recognize the stranger too, for she had prostrated herself onto the ground before her, her entire body trembling like a leaf in the wind. The only ones unaffected were Leonard and Agnes, and even then they had quickly moved in front of Simon to shield him with their bodies.

“Your Highness,” Leonard said, his sword and shield unwavering. “Take a steed as soon as Firewand brings down the barrier and run. Run and do not turn back.”

“There is nowhere to flee,” the woman said with a scoff. Her gaze lingered on Firewand longer; perhaps she had sensed she was the highest-leveled person among them. “I already had my thralls surround your camp. You are besieged.”

Did she mean the Redhands? So they were in league with Casval’s conspiracy.

“You’re his sister,” Simon guessed, upon recalling that Casval mentioned having one. “Casval’s sister.”

The woman’s baleful glare of pure, unadulterated menace sent a chill down his spine.

“Belzemine,” she said, stressing that word as if it was supposed to mean something. “Kill everyone except the kish.”

“Contagious Human Combustion,” Firewand said as she waved her hand.

The world exploded.

The spell struck too fast for Simon to react, doubly so considering who it came from. Every member of his retinue, save Eole, was engulfed in searing purple flames. The brief and awful screams of Lorimor and Cassandra echoed out, with the latter’s pain resonating through her Brand of Sloth. He felt her pain, felt her fear, felt the burns and the lethal kiss of fire consuming her flesh.

The purple flames tried to devour Simon too, but no sooner had they touched his skin that he sensed magic snuffing them out. Instead, they flowed towards Leonard and burned him to a crisp inside his own armor, smoke and cinders pouring out of his Dreadnought helmet like charcoal tears. A detonation of hot air shattered it to pieces, throwing Simon back and leaving only a pile of ashes where his retainer used to be.

Simon rolled on the flaming grass, and when he rose back, only ashes and charred bones remained of Leonard, Lorimor, and Cassandra; the sight of their remains drained him of warmth. Eole continued to cower in a corner like a rabbit begging for its life, while Firewand…

Simon couldn’t believe his eyes.

Firewand was raising her hand at him, with fire swirling between her fingers. The slave mark on her chest had expanded to cover all of her neckline, throat, and forehead, giving her a baleful look. Her expression remained as unclouded as an empty sky.

She… she had betrayed them?

“I ordered you to kill him,” the stranger said. She hadn’t even blinked at the slaughter.

“I tried,” Agnes Firewand replied without any emotion. “Ser Leonard absorbed the damage.”

“A damage transfer ability?” The stranger glanced at Leonard’s husk with passing interest. “I see, the Dreadnought took his wounds upon himself. How loyal.”

Leonard… Leonard had protected him? Simon didn’t even know his retainer had put him under some kind of protective Perk.

He gave his life for mine without hesitation. It had been one thing to listen to Leonard’s oath of loyalty, and another to see him fulfill it. He barely knew me, but he still gave his life so the Overlord could survive a moment longer. 

Leonard was a true knight, and yet he died with a snap of Firewand’s fingers.

“How?” Simon muttered in utter disbelief. Firewand had tried to kill him. Kill. That was impossible. “The mark should compel you to protect me!”

The stranger let out a laugh of pure malice. “Did you really think a dragonlord would keep an elven confidant close to his hoard for two hundred years without slipping in a few backdoors?”

“Backdoors?” The awful truth hit Simon like a stone to the head. “The slave crest… sabotaged?”

“Magically-compelled loyalty is rather fickle, don’t you think? It is only as strong as the spells that enforce it.” The stranger crossed her arms. “Borrowed power is worthless. A pity you will only learn this in your final moments.”

A terrible possibility crossed Simon’s mind. Everyone had written off Firewand as a suspect in Father’s murder on the assumption that her seal prevented her from harming the Overlord, but whatever the stranger had done twisted it enough that it compelled the elven slave to harm Simon.

Firewand had no alibi.

“You killed Father,” Simon whispered in disbelief. “It was you, Firewand.”

The stranger scowled in confusion. “What are you mumbling on about?”

“He is the Overlord,” Firewand said, blatantly violating Simon’s previous orders. Whatever this person did caused the elf to fall under her control. “He tricked his siblings into hunting down your brother in secrecy.”

The stranger’s eyes widened in shock. She didn’t know.

“Show me,” she all but ordered Simon.

Simon grit his teeth and switched his outfit to that of the Overlord, allowing the black armor to engulf him. He knew he was dead anyway, though he would exact a toll of blood and tears before he went down.

A predatory, greedy sparkle lit up the stranger’s eyes. Her pupils thinned into slits like those of a snake for a moment, her mask of humanity wavering.

“I was asking myself why Firewand was following a Magnos mewling spawn so far away from their stolen castle.” The stranger smiled from ear to ear. “Was it providence or misfortune that compelled you to bring me my birthright? In any case, I shall not spit on this gift.”

“Your birthright?” Simon quickly put two and two together from the dragon imagery and the information he had gathered earlier. “You’re Gargauth’s daughter?”

The woman smiled and gave him a mock bow, like an actress introducing herself. “I am Vouivre Ashmodai, rightful Overlord of Endymion and Telluria.”

Which made Casval… Simon struggled to believe his ears. How could they be the children of a dragon and still pass for humans? Were they scalefolk bastards, or using polymorph spells?

“A kinslayer is all you are,” Simon spat back in disgust as he grabbed his morning star. He had no love for Casval, but a sister murdering her own brother was even more loathsome. “Was my Class worth shedding your own brother’s blood?”

“His only task was to infiltrate your society, which he failed to do before the work could even begin,” Vouivre replied without guilt or remorse. The sight of his morning star amused her. “Can’t you see that it is hopeless? You will not win this.”

She was right, and they both knew it. But if Simon was about to perish, he would rather do so on his feet than on his knees.

He wouldn’t bend to her. Not to Thalas, not to Louis, not to anyone.

“I do not fear death,” Simon replied, having tasted it before. “And I do not fear you.”

His words seemed to rattle Vouivre, for her smile turned into a scowl. Her eyes sank into her skull with all the weight of her malevolence. The pressure in the air increased, and Simon’s pulse quickened.

“You will,” Vouivre said, her voice now a terrible echo. “First you will behold my glory, and then you will die!”

She changed, and then she grew.

As her shadow lengthened under two great wings and her skin yielded to rising golden scales, Simon finally understood what that unease stirring inside him was. Every human knew to fear snakes in the grass from the moment they were born; that ancestral dread had been passed on through generations and instilled into mankind’s very blood.

The recognition of a predator and devourer of men.

The castle-sized monstrosity Vouivre had turned into towered over him, a mere beat of her wings blowing away the tents and flames. He couldn’t see all of her gruesome majesty in the moonlight, but he saw the claws and fangs glittering beneath the stars, each longer and sharper than any sword. Her fire-filled maw opened to swallow him and his hopes alike.

Yet Simon also felt strength surging within him, one last reserve he didn’t know he had. So he roared and charged with his morning star to make battle one last time.

He smashed her fangs even as they closed on him and devoured him whole.



He was back before the throne once more.

He could feel its judgment, its mocking of his misguided trust in thinking there was ever a spell that would prevent betrayal. In that, it was correct. Simon had been foolish to think he could grow comfortable in Firewand or Eole’s presence simply because they bore slave marks.


This is the sixth of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Delicious. 

The Delicious: You have been eaten alive by a dragon, and you were the bitterest meal she ever had. Your blood is now poisonous.



He guessed becoming a dragon’s meal was an apt punishment for his arrogance. Many dragonslayers had probably fought one and died due to the same misplaced confidence too.

Nonetheless, Simon found himself determined. He was afraid—who wouldn’t be after facing that monster—but his father had earned his throne by killing a dragon. They were strong, near unbelievably so, but still mortal.

Simon had no desire to fight a wyrm for glory, yet twice he had died at the hands of one. Those monsters wanted him dead, alongside Anna, Lauriane, and everyone else he cared about. They weren’t plotters or ambitious men who could be bribed or cajoled. They were beasts hungry for blood.

Simon had lost this battle, but now he knew there was a war, and if the other side wouldn’t let him sit out, then he would win it. It was simply a matter of survival.

And so, a single question came to mind the moment he woke up.

“Lauriane?” Simon asked upon opening his eyes. “How does one kill a dragon?”

  

    
        Chapter 17: Wings of the Dragonlord (1)

    
    
    
    
  His Gladiator levels did not travel back in time.

Checking his status screen was the first thing Simon did when Lauriane left his room to check on Father’s corpse. He was met with thirteen Overlord levels, and nothing else.

His theory had been confirmed. The reason why his predecessors didn’t bother with other Classes was that leveling up in them did not carry forward from one reign to another. They were only good for strengthening the Overlord through the Devour Crestone Perk.

That Vouivre was right about one thing: borrowed power is worthless, Simon thought with bitter annoyance. Relying on Crestones was a huge waste of time, and putting his faith in slave marks was an outright liability. How did the backdoor in Firewand’s enchantment slip through the cracks? 

Simon couldn’t believe Father would have missed something like this… but then again, Father wasn’t omniscient even with the foresight that multiple reigns granted him. Everyone believed the Overlord’s slave brands were faultless, an assumption so strong it led to everyone writing Firewand off the suspect list for Balzam Magnos’ murder.

The knowledge of how to subvert the marks had to be something Gargauth kept close to his chest, and something he only taught his secret descendants that had managed to hide from Father’s wrath. Vouivre and her cohorts might have chosen to activate their secret weapon in Balzam Magnos’ last reign, and it turned out to be the one assassination plot that succeeded in killing him.

When you threw enough knives at somebody’s back, one of them was bound to stick.

Alternatively, Father could have kept Firewand alive for the explicit purpose of killing her later for experience, like a pig fattened up for the slaughter. Or perhaps he intended to use her in some other way. Everything was plausible when dealing with Balzam the Cruel.

Belzemine… that word has to be some kind of magical command ingrained into the slave mark, Simon thought as he tried to piece everything together. Does it allow anyone to command Firewand, or does it simply cause her to perceive Gargauth’s children as the Overlord and the Magnos bloodline as enemies? 

Simon risked instant death if that was the latter, and he had no wish to waste one of his precious lives on it. He had to play it smart.

Simon wanted nothing more than to wash his hands of the dynastic dispute, but he lacked the strength to beat his assassins into submission or the resources to vanish somewhere else. Not to mention that he still couldn’t let Casval assassinate Anna. He had to dismantle the dragon conspiracy before he could rest easy, or at least learn enough to stymie the murder attempts.

I could go to Lauriane and Louis, then tell them about Gargauth’s heirs and Firewand’s sabotaged mark, but that will lead to messy questions. Simon risked being put under house arrest even if he managed to hide his Overlord Class, not to mention that it would inform the conspiracy that he was on to them. Vouivre murdered her own brother to cover her tracks. 

Something was up in Telluria, too. Vouivre called herself its Overlord, and ordered everyone at the camp except for Eole to be killed, so Casval’s interest in the kish likely went beyond the academic. She also had connections to a tribe of scalefolk raiding caravans and imperial supplies.

“Are all of Magnos’ children so unbearable? You must hate them, too.”

Simon stared at a wall upon recalling Casval’s question, and the disappointing look the traitor sent him after hearing the answer was ‘no.’

He was testing me. That snake was checking my allegiance, and he took my lackluster response for ‘misplaced loyalty.’ Simon cursed himself for misreading those signals. I’m a resentful bastard so loathed by a trueborn prince of blood that he threatened to have me killed in public. Of course I would make an obvious recruit. 

A plan soon formed in Simon’s mind. It wasn’t because he avoided the game of cloak and daggers like the plague that he never learned how to play it.

He would find a way in.



When the Keeper of the Throne came to read Father’s testament, Simon once more named Laurent Linconnu as the heir of the Overlord Class and sent the entire empire on a wild cockatrice chase.

However, he also included the clause allowing him to pick his share of slaves. Simon didn’t stake a claim on Agnes Firewand this time. Besides the fact that it would put a dagger to his throat, it would also cause Casval to become suspicious. Eole would be sufficient, and Lorimor could be put to work on the archive.

Besides, he wasn’t sure yet whether Agnes Firewand was a willing participant in the conspiracy, or simply bound to obey whoever subverted her slave marking. If it was the latter, then she was only a tool to be pitied; if it was the former… then Simon could look forward to a large gain in experience in a future reign.

Events at Frightwall proceeded like they did two reigns back. Louis didn’t summon Simon to interrogate him about his dreams, which meant Casval remained at large and beneath notice.

Not all went well, however. Simon had planned to summon the Keeper of the Throne and interrogate him about his predecessors’ Class choices, but the fear of someone magically tracking him down that way had stayed his hand.

“So you are keeping the Keeper under surveillance?” Simon asked Lauriane when he was about to leave for Telluria.

“Our mages are monitoring its movements at any given time,” his sister confirmed. “It has remained inactive since Father’s death, but we’ll be able to scry on the Keeper should the new Overlord summon it. Unlike its master, that creature has no innate protection against divination.”

Good thing Simon didn’t summon it inside the castle then. His gut feeling was right; it would have blown up his cover.

Simon was feeling like those cursed days when he had to keep his head down so he wouldn’t call attention to himself, and he hated that.

“Where is your sudden interest in dragons coming from, by the way?” Lauriane asked Simon. “You’ve pilfered every book on wyrms from the library. Don’t tell me you wish to follow in Father’s footsteps and fancy yourself a dragonslayer?”

“Is there any dragon left to slay?” Simon half-joked.

“Not on this continent, since Gargauth chased off all of his kind… but they do not call the ocean separating us from the western continent the Dragonsea for nothing,” Lauriane mused. “Their kind still prospers there, though you would be a fool to challenge one at your level. Even Father needed Euphemia’s assistance to slay Gargauth.”

Oh, right, Euphemia was present for Gargauth’s defeat. The empress was one of the few people this side of the world who had witnessed a dragonslaying with her own eyes. Simon wasn’t on good enough terms with her to ask, but he retained the information for the future.

“I’m serious though, Simon,” Lauriane said. “The first thing you asked me on the night of Father’s death was how to kill a dragon, and now you seem intent on researching them. Is this about your dreams?”

As always, his sister was sharply inquisitive. “Yeah, it is,” Simon replied, since he knew Lauriane believed his dreams to be prophetic. “They’re a bit unclear, but I keep having dreams of a dragon threatening me. I just have the feeling I need to be prepared.”

“I see…” Lauriane appraised him for a moment, but kept her thoughts to herself. “There’s something different about you, Simon. You seem more… determined. More confident.”

Dying five times did that to a man. “I have a goal in mind, and I will see it done,” he replied. “Still, is there any way I could contact you in a pinch?”

Lauriane squinted at him. “What’s bothering you?”

“I fear whoever killed Father won’t stop with his life alone,” Simon replied. “My dreams are unclear, yet I sense danger.”

Lauriane hesitated for a moment, before searching her pockets and bringing out a small, orange quartz crystal. “Take this transfer stone. It will immediately teleport the user to a designated area when shattered. This one will send you to one of my safehouses near the capital.”

That was new. Amazing how a single conversation could yield so many different results. “Thank you, my sister. I hope I won’t have to use it.”

“You are going to do something dangerous, aren’t you?” Lauriane’s eyes widened slightly. “Do you have a lead on Father’s murderer?”

“Maybe, but I don’t want to throw around accusations without proof.” This time at least. “Can I count on your help if I do find one?”

“Yes, but please don’t take unnecessary risks,” she insisted. “You are dear to me and have yet to receive a Class.”

If only she knew. “I promise.”

Afterwards, Lauriane bade him goodbye, and Simon boarded the airship with his retinue. The first thing he did was to summon Leonard and Meredith for a private meeting in the salon. The sight of the former tugged at Simon’s heartstrings after watching him sacrifice himself for his employer’s sake.

Simon finally understood why Father picked these two–or at least Leonard–to protect him: they were true knights ready to lay down their lives for him should the situation call for it. He would see that their devotion would be rewarded.

“I can tell what you’re thinking,” Simon said. “You’re wondering why Father chose the two of you to serve a no-name bastard. You suspect that there is a higher purpose behind his decision.”

Leonard raised an eyebrow. “There is one, Your Highness?”

Simon nodded sharply. “What I am about to tell you is a state secret that shall not leave this room.”

Both his retainers straightened in their seats, suddenly all ears.

“My father suspects the existence of a loyalist conspiracy of disenfranchised pro-Gargauth nobles plotting against House Magnos,” Simon explained. “One of their agents has infiltrated the military academy’s student body, probably with the intention of assassinating Princess Anna Paimon.”

“What?!” Meredith gasped in shock while Leonard simply scowled in concern. His sister Tiella was Anna’s handmaiden, so an assassination attempt would put her in direct danger as well.

“Unfortunately, we do not know the exact reach of this organization,” Simon said. “My role will be to serve as a lure for our enemies; someone who will seem like the perfect recruit for their plot on the outside.”

“A spy then,” Leonard summarized. “I assume we are here to protect you and help apprehend the culprit?”

“If we receive the go-ahead, yes.” Fighting a dragon like Vouivre was likely far above these two’s abilities, but Casval didn’t seem as strong as his sister, considering Simon manhandled him during their last physical encounter. “You may see me take actions that seem against my father’s interests, and receive orders that may sound baffling at first glance, but those will be necessary to maintain our cover.” He glanced at both of his retainers. “Can I count on your assistance?”

“Yes, of course,” Leonard replied, a hand on his chest. “My sword is yours.”

“As is mine,” Meredith added with determination.

“Then your first task upon arrival in Telluria will be to investigate a string of incidents we believe are connected to this conspiracy,” Simon said. He particularly wanted to find the connection between the Ashmodai and the Redhand scalefolk tribe. “Remember that the mission’s success relies on its secrecy. You are not to discuss your findings with anyone but me.”

Once he had informed his retainers about their targets, Simon then called upon Eole for a private meeting. He immediately noticed that the kish seemed a lot more subdued than in his last reign, probably because Simon didn’t play the kind and naive kish culture enthusiast this time. She was a lot more socially aware than she looked.

“Does the name ‘Vouivre’ mean anything to you, Eole?” he immediately asked the moment she sat at his table, using the Overlord Perk to translate his inquiry into the kish tongue.

Her shocked, spooked expression confirmed that she did.

“A familiar name?” Simon mused, legs crossed. “A frightening name?”

Eole bit her lip and said nothing. Simon could tell she was weighing whether to tell him more or hold her tongue, which he found curious. She had been a lot more defensive about her culture.

“I can see in your eyes that you loathe me and all that I represent, which is fair,” Simon said. “However, it would be in your best interests not to lie to me. Cooperate with me, and I will grant you your freedom.”

“Words are wind,” Eole replied with disdain. She didn’t bother with false sweetness this time.

“Perhaps, but what other choice do you have than to believe in mine?”

Eole scowled as she realized that she indeed had no other hope to cling to. “Vouivre is the greatest scalefolk warlord in eastern Telluria. I did not expect a manling to know of her.”

“A scalefolk warlord?” Simon inquired. Not a dragon? 

“She has conquered all scalefolk tribes east of Telluria. Many shifters pay tribute to her, too, especially those that don’t bend the knee to your rotten empire.” Eole looked away. “My captors considered delivering me to them, but chose to offer me in chains to your Dassein instead.”

Vouivre had to be especially nasty if local shifter tribes preferred to deal with the empire encroaching on their borders rather than with her. It sounded like she kept her draconic nature a secret, with most believing her to be a lesser scalefolk instead.

“Would you have preferred that they chose otherwise?” Simon asked, having sensed worry in Eole.

Eole glared at him. “Do you mean to intimidate me?”

“I’m simply curious.” Simon decided to bait her. “I would have thought you would prefer to deal with your fellow shifters over us.”

“Scalefolks are not shifters,” Eole snapped back at him. This seemed like a sore subject. “You humans mistake scalefolk for another breed of my people, but they’re nothing like us. They are talking monsters; cruel, vicious, and remorseless. To become their thrall means death.”

The disdain, loathing, and dread in her voice sounded sincere enough. Eole hated the empire, but she feared Vouivre’s kind even more.

“It appears Vouivre is interested in the kish, since your former captors considered delivering you to her,” Simon said. “Is she after the demon buried beneath your people’s old capital?”

“How do you know of–” Eole shifted in her seat. “Who are you?”

“Someone who can grant you your freedom, if you cooperate.” Simon smiled. “So, are you in?”



Afterwards, Simon spent the rest of the flight to Telluria reading books on dragons.

Unsurprisingly, the literature on the subject proved limited. Gargauth had banned all dragon-related literature during his centuries-long reign to ensure that no dragonslayers would learn of his weaknesses, and books that escaped the flames were few and far between. Most dragonslaying grimoires recorded conflicting legends or Balzam Magnos’ famous murder of Gargauth by gutting him open.

Simon did find a few interesting tidbits on their biology and behavior.

“While mostly solitary and violently territorial, dragons from the same clutch often form loose hierarchies between themselves,” Simon read. “In these cases, the largest and most powerful dragonling establishes dominance through force and expects its lesser siblings to obey without question. Challenges to their authority are always met with violence, with the loser either submitting, fleeing into exile, or being outright eaten by the dominant dragon. Otherwise, dragons usually exact tributes of gold and slaves from communities within their territories.”

If the relationship between Casval and Vouivre was anything like in this book, then it would explain why she murdered her sibling. Their kind’s entire dynamic revolved around fear, paranoia, and brutality.

Simon guessed they weren’t too different from House Magnos in that regard.

The books said nothing about dragons shapeshifting into humanoids, or even cases where they mated with lesser scalefolk—though some of the documents theorized it was possible. Simon found nothing too useful by the time they landed at their destination.

Thankfully, there was another archive to browse.

“Welcome, Your Highness,” Duchar said when Simon entered his home with a single guest in tow. “Is this the archival assistant you promised us?”

“Indeed, Duchar,” Simon replied. “Let me introduce you to Lorimor, a fellow student of the Dark.”

“The Dark?” Lorimor asked, not having been briefed. “What is this place, Your Highness? Who are these people?”

“Your new workplace and colleagues for the foreseeable future,” Simon replied. “Now behold me as I am.”

With only Lorimor, Cassandra, and Duchar in the latter’s salon, Simon called upon the power of the Overlord and put on his Class outfit. While the necromancers expected the sight, Lorimor’s jaw all but dropped in shock.

“Yes, you see as I am, the Overlord of Endymion,” Simon replied. “And I have a task for you.”

Lorimor’s hands moved to his cheeks as he stared at Simon. A vile smile stretched on his lips, and a baleful glint passed over his gaze.

His silence bothered Simon. “Lorimor?”

“Finally…” The scholar’s voice and fingers trembled both. His nails sank into his cheeks so deeply that they drew blood. “The Lord of Dark stands before me…”

Lorimor uttered a frightful scream and threw himself at Simon’s feet.

Simon could only blink in shock and surprise at this turn of events. The man crawled on the ground like a dog begging for its owner’s attention, heedless of the stares Cassandra and her father sent him.

“Oh Ruler of the Abyss, oh Serpent-Bearer, I am always your faithful servant!” Lorimor professed with near-religious worship, his lips kissing Simon’s iron boots. “My muse has longed for your return through the cold centuries! She has waited for so long!”

Simon hadn’t expected that reaction. He thought Lorimor would be overjoyed to check the Overlord’s archives, but the look in his eyes was that of a deranged zealot.

“This man’s mind has been clouded by the Dark, and the Overlord is born of it,” Duchar said with a hint of disdain in his voice. He didn’t seem to hold cultists in high esteem. “Yet another fool that delved into the Dark, yet yielded to its power rather than master it. How pitiful.”

“Mayhaps he sees Your Majesty as a god,” Cassandra suggested.

“Because he is!” Lorimor snapped back, and the worst part was that he sounded utterly convinced of his statement. “The Overlord is the Dark incarnate! The will of the Abyss manifested!”

“I see…” Simon replied. This man was nuts.

“You must come and see my muse,” Lorimor begged him. “She’s waiting for you, waiting in her cold grave among the worms!”

“I…” Simon cleared his throat. Lorimor’s insanity, while disturbing, could serve him well. “I have a task for you, Lorimor. Fulfill it, and I shall consider your request.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Lorimor knelt, blood dripping from his cheeks. “What is your bidding, my master?”

“You are to browse my father’s archives for any piece of information on dragons and Gargauth. You are also to serve Duchar and his daughter, fulfilling their commands during your stay here. An order from them is an order from me.” Simon would have him confined to the house for the foreseeable future, to ensure none learned of the Overlord’s location. “As proof of your… loyalty… I shall bestow upon you and Cassandra a mark of power.”

“Your Dark Majesty honors me beyond words.” Lorimor chuckled darkly. “When do I begin?”



Lorimor asked to be branded on the forehead, for he had nothing to hide; a request that Simon immediately shot down, considering the risk, and instead placed it on the back of his skull, beneath his hair. The man’s slavish devotion was all the more disturbing in that it was obviously sincere. Whatever fiend had taken hold of Lorimor’s mind had twisted him beyond repair.

Nonetheless, the Scholar threw himself at the archive with boundless energy. Cassandra would ensure that he remained fed and cared for during his entire stay.

Afterwards, events unfolded like they did in the previous reigns. Anna welcomed him with open arms, Thalas showed up like a plague upon his house, Dassein missed the academy’s introduction speech, and Simon registered for Tribal Studies.

It was eerie how events closely repeated themselves, down to people using the same words and sentences. Simon felt like an actor walking into a perfectly rehearsed play where his actions alone could induce change. He found the power both frightening, and maybe a little intoxicating.

His efforts eventually paid off.

Casval showed up on time during Tribal Studies.

“Can I sit here?” Casval asked the very man he had murdered two reigns back.

It took Simon all the experience he gathered over years of tolerating Thalas’ presence not to show his distaste. “Sure.”

Casval sat next to him like a snake slithering next to its prey, and then listened to Mr. Adrissant’s lesson. Simon could feel his gaze on his back as he asked questions he already knew the answers to about the kish people.

“You’re looking into the kish treasures too?” Casval asked Simon once the course concluded.

“The treasure?” Simon feigned surprise, even though he had rehearsed this conversation in his mind a thousand times on his way to Telluria. “You mean the rumors of a treasure hidden in the old Kish palace?”

“I do,” Casval replied. “Apparently, it’s a relic of divine power.”

“Is it?” Simon asked, trying not to look too well-informed. “I’ve been trying to coax my kish servant into telling me more about her capital, but she’s been very cagey so far.”

Simon knew he had won the moment he saw the flash of greed and interest in Casval’s eyes. “You have a kish in your employ?”

“I do.” Simon cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”

“Casval. You?”

“Simon. Just Simon.”

“Well, happy to meet you, Simon.” Casval smiled as they shook hands. “I have the feeling this is the start of a long friendship.”

“Me too, Casval,” Simon replied with a faint grin hiding his malice. “Me too.”

  

    
        Chapter 18: Wings of the Dragonlord (2)

    
    
    
    
  Casval wasn’t human.

Simon already knew that since the night he saw him rise into the air with wings and a tail, but now that he spent his days befriending the traitor, he had begun to pick on startling details about him.

First of all, Casval only ate meat. Vegetables, milk, cereal… he always left them on his plate in the academy feasting hall while devouring rabbit and chicken without issue. Most wouldn’t care all that much, yet his diet’s implications disturbed Simon to his core; doubly so when he noticed the predatory glances Casval often sent to people who injured themselves during melee practice. He reminded Simon of a tiger considering whether or not to strike at its wounded prey.

Casval always managed to regain his self-control and quickly hid his true feelings; but fact remained that the first thought that crossed his mind when seeing a human bleed was to eat them.

Sometimes, Casval would outright forget to blink. He would keep his eyes open for hours on end, only to abruptly close them when talking to someone, as if remembering that was something humans did now and then. He never used the privy either, likely because his body processed waste differently.

Casval was something shaped like a man, a parrot repeating words to trick prey, a mimic trying to blend into the treasury. He succeeded enough to pass a cursory investigation, but it only made the brief peeks behind the mask all the more unsettling. No one would have noticed his true nature unless they already knew to pay attention.

What did Mr. Adrissant say about scalefolk? That they were akin to talking alligators? Simon thought as he and Casval browsed books on Telluria in the academy’s library. That must have been why he killed Anna. 

Simon had wondered why Casval had slain Anna in her bedroom, considering it would almost certainly blow his cover, but he had begun to work out a theory. Casval was a wolf-in-sheep's-clothing, a man-eating predator who had to make a conscious effort not to take a bite out of people. Being alone in a room with an unarmed Anna with no witnesses must have been too great a temptation to resist.

“This library is lacking in knowledge,” Casval complained after closing a book with no new piece of insight to show for it. “You said a demon was entombed there?”

“That’s what my kish servant told me when I asked her about the ‘divine relic,’” Simon replied. While Casval was clearly interested in whatever lurked beneath the kish capital, he didn’t seem to know more than Simon himself. “Do you think they could be related?”

“Possibly. One man’s demon is another’s god.” Casval smiled, his teeth so white and pristine. “May the Church of the Light forgive me for saying so.”

“I am no priest, so you will receive no absolution for your confession.” Simon closed his own book. Imperial scholars couldn’t care less about beastmen beyond how to subjugate them. “Assuming this treasure exists and isn’t all hogwash, what do you want to do with it, Casval?”

“I figured we could present it to Prince Dassein or the emperor himself for a promotion.”

That was most likely a lie meant to obfuscate his group’s intentions, but Simon wondered if that wasn’t Casval’s actual plan: use a foreign treasure to buy his way into House Magnos’ good graces so he could infiltrate them.

“I would rather that we sell it,” Simon said, before throwing a hook and lure at the Casval fish. “My siblings would misuse it.”

“Oh?” Casval looked at him with interest. “Are they so terrible?”

“You’ve seen Thalas, and Louis is crazier still.” Simon scoffed. “You don't know them like I do.”

Casval’s head tilted to the side in a way that reminded Simon of an owl on the prowl. “Do you hate them?”

Instead of answering, Simon scowled and feigned uneasiness. He subtly glanced at the students near their tables as if to check that no one eavesdropped.

“Doesn’t matter,” Simon finally said. “It won’t change anything.”

Simon knew he had won the moment he caught that small glint of satisfaction in Casval’s eyes. Saying that he hated his siblings would have been too good to be true, but feigning evasiveness and giving a non-committed answer? Now he looked like someone full of resentment who had given in to resignation out of fear and powerlessness; a perfect prospect for radicalization if given the tools to act.

“I see…” Casval replied evasively.

“Why are you asking me this?” Simon inquired while faking suspicion. “If you think you can rat me out to Thalas for a favor–”

“Is it Thalas, or Thal-Ass?” Casval replied with a chuckle. “Worry not. He would not give a non-noble like me the time of day.”

Which implied he had considered such an approach before deeming it impractical, the bastard.

“Oh, look, Tiella,” a certain voice called out to Simon. “It’s Simon and his boyfriend.”

Simon smiled as Anna and her handmaiden joined them, though his happiness vanished the moment he saw the fiendish smirk she sent Casval’s way. He had to avoid a repeat of that disaster.

“You would be the first person informed if I were dating someone, Anna,” Simon teased her. “I wouldn’t keep any secret from my favorite honorary cousin.”

“Your only honorary cousin, thank you very much,” Anna replied before putting a newspaper in front of Simon. “Then how do you explain this?”

Simon already knew the title even before he checked. “Why would I know anything about the Lord Treasurer’s death?”

“I don’t know, because Father and Louis’ fiancée were recalled to the capital around the same time you left it, and he hasn’t sent me a letter since.” Anna leaned closer to him. “As you said, you wouldn’t keep secrets from your beloved honorary cousin, right?”

“The only secret we’re working to uncover is that of the kish treasure, Your Highness,” Casval said.

It’s happening again, Simon cursed when he noticed a spark of excitement in Anna’s gaze. Damn it.

He had hoped skipping Tribal Studies to check the library today would have prevented it, yet it seemed the river of time was set on flowing the same way. The fact that Casval indeed used the exact same sentence he pulled on Anna in a previous reign meant he had probably rehearsed it in his head for a while, just to create an opportunity he could seize to close in on his prey.

If Simon didn’t do anything, then Anna would invite Casval to a private party that would lead to her death. He had to throw a stone into the water before the river continued on with its course.

“Treasure?” Anna asked. “Simon, what have you been keeping from us?”

“I…” Simon cleared his throat. “No, I shouldn’t.”

“Shouldn’t what?” As he suspected, his reluctance only emboldened Anna. “My, something is going on in the capital?”

“I’m not allowed to tell anyone.” Simon pretended to glance around, then leaned on to whisper into Anna’s ear. “It’s family stuff.”

“Oh, I see…” Anna scowled, but understood the not-so-secret message: that it wasn’t something they could discuss in front of Casval and Tiella. “How about you come to my room tonight? I was about to invite you to a private studying session anyway.”

“Sure.” Simon sighed and turned to Casval. “Sorry.”

“No offense taken,” the traitor replied, his interest only growing further. If he wasn’t considering recruiting Simon already, he would likely act on it soon.

“And is that Antonine I spy behind a bookshelf?” Anna laughed and then raised her voice. “Antonine, come join us!”

Simon heard a startled cry, followed by the noise of books falling and someone hastily retreating through the exit.

“I thought she was allergic to studying?” Tiella mused.

“I wonder which of us Thalas sent her to spy on,” Anna said, smirking at Simon. “You or I?”

“Maybe both.” That bothered Simon. He could always count on Thalas to ruin his plans. “So, tonight Anna?”

“Don’t be late, or you’ll be sorry.”



Since there was time until the evening, Simon took his retainers on a short hunt outside the city walls.

Dassein had unfortunately refused to give him a bounty hunter licence this time around, likely because of Firewand’s absence and his lack of Gladiator Class, so he was technically skipping school. A pity, but he needed to check something.

“We’re being followed, Your Highness,” Meredith noted halfway to their destination.

I knew it. “By whom?”

“Four riders. Academy students.”

“Thalas’ posse, I assume.” That displeased Simon, who then looked up to the sky. “Do you see any flyers, Eole?”

“The skies are clear,” the kish replied above their heads. She was a little more open to following Simon’s commands since they shared a common enemy in the scalefolk, but she still remained wary and distant. “Why?”

Because Casval or his sister would have been much harder to lose. Why was Thalas having him followed this time around? Because of what he told Anna at the library? Did he think Simon was making a move on her on Lauriane’s behalf or something?

Whatever his reason, that could play into his hands one day… but not now. The less Thalas knew about his activities, the better.

“Meredith, go intercept them,” Simon said. “If I’m right, they’ll likely flee back to Beleth or disperse rather than confront you. If not… if not, give them a stern warning. We’ll rejoin you before long.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Meredith nodded and then turned around to fulfill her command, leaving Simon and Leonard to continue alone.

True to his guess, Thalas’ sycophants turned around the moment Meredith went to confront them, according to Eole. This allowed Simon’s group to reach the hellhound’s cave unmolested.

Leonard drew his sword when he spotted the wolves guarding the threshold, only for Simon to stop him with a wave of his hand. The pack obediently knelt rather than growl or bare their fangs.

“Keep watch, Leonard,” Simon ordered as he dismounted and entered the cave. “It won’t take long.”

Simon put on the Overlord Class outfit the moment he walked out of Leonard’s sight, his morning star held in hand. He found the hellhound lazing around at the back of the cave alongside his she-wolves. This time, he greeted Simon with caution and deference rather than hostility.

“Nessian smells your power, but you are not the mistress,” the hellhound said warily. “Who are you?”

Unquestioned Ruler caused weaker monsters like the hellhound to see Simon as an authority figure to respect, but that didn’t mean they would immediately forget all their previous loyalties. Nonetheless, it allowed Simon to open up communications unlike last time.

“The master of these lands, to whom your mistress answers,” Simon replied. “I have come to check on you on her behalf.”

The hellhound all but bolted to his feet in excitement. “Mistress Vouivre worries about Nessian?”

Simon hadn’t expected the hellhound to so readily reveal that piece of information. He didn’t seem to be the sharpest tool in the shed, even beyond Unquestioned Ruler’s influence.

Then again, a dog was a dog.

“Yes, she did,” Simon lied easily. “How long has it been since she last visited you, I wonder?”

“Too long,” Nessian complained. “Nessian sees her visiting the scalelings east now and then, but she has not scratched Nessian’s back since she asked him to watch this place.”

So Vouivre was in regular contact with the Redhand tribe. Interesting. Maybe they served as intermediaries between her and Casval.

“But Nessian has been a good dog in her absence!” The hellhound nodded to himself. “Nessian’s pack ate all the manlings that came this way and let the scalelings pass at night!”

So Simon’s suspicion was right, Vouivre did send this beast to harass imperial supply lines. That part about the ‘scalelings’ was new, though.

“The scalelings? You mean the Redhands?”

“The scalelings come and go, but all they do is watch the manling city from afar,” Nessian said, his teeth closing down on a human femur laying at his feet. “They do not even hunt them like Nessian does!”

Vouivre sent scalefolk scouts near Beleth while disrupting its supply lines… was she planning a raid of some kind? Was Casval’s goal of assassinating Anna only a part of his duties? The hellhound and the Redhands had started a mess long before Simon and Anna arrived in Telluria, so Vouivre had to be pursuing another objective.

Dassein.

Dassein is in the city too, and I can’t see any assassin getting anywhere close to him, Simon thought. Is Vouivre planning to flush him out with an attack on his city? Is Casval’s job to sabotage the defenses from the inside?

Whatever Vouivre was planning, Thalas’ presence in the city was bound to accelerate things. The prospect of killing so many members of House Magnos in a single operation was too good an opportunity to pass up for Gargauth’s heirs.

This went way beyond what Simon was expecting, but it offered him an opportunity. No doubt Dassein would be highly interested in such intel.

“You have served well, Nessian, and I am sure your mistress will be pleased,” Simon said, though he believed none of it. He opened his palm and called upon the Brand of Sloth. “As proof of your service, I shall bestow upon you a gift. A mark of power.”

“Oh yes!” Nessian wagged his tail in joy. “Nessian will serve you well, Mistress-Master!”

“I’m sure you will.” Simon placed the mark at the base of the neck, to ensure it would kill the beast should he remove it. He was surprised to sense the sudden thrill of a level-up in the depths of his soul.

It seemed that while Simon couldn’t gain experience for the same feat twice, he could gain experience from killing or subjugating the same fool, depending on circumstances.


Level 14 Overlord Perk: Land of Darkness I (Active): You can mark a natural or artificial landmark as your Dungeon, infusing it with a malevolent miasma crystal serving as its core. You are connected to the crystal and constantly aware of its status. All the benefits of your Lord of the Demon Castle Perk apply to the Dungeon as if it were Castle Frightwall, and corpses left inside are automatically reanimated as mindless undead bound to defend the crystal or obey you. You can only have one Dungeon crystal active at once.



A Dungeon? How interesting. Simon was aware of the concept of those kinds of malevolent living architecture—Castle Frightwall, counting among their numbers—but the idea that a human could create one surprised him. They usually arose as the result of powerful demonic influence or miasmic corruption.

Lord of the Demon Castle only provided Simon a stat bonus inside Frightwall for now, but that Perk was bound to grow in strength in conjunction with Land of Darkness… and the automatic undead creation would no doubt pique Duchar’s interest.

Wait, would a crystal endure beyond its Overlord’s death? Simon wondered. Could Father have left a hidden Dungeon safehouse stashed somewhere? Questions for later.

“Now you can report to me, the same way your mistress does; through the power of the mind,” Simon informed Nessian. “I want you to keep an eye on the ‘scalelings’ whenever they enter your territory and tell me what they do. They’ve been slacking off lately, and we want to be sure they do their job.”

“Yes, Mistress-Master!”

“Call me as well, should your mistress visit you. We will have much to talk about then.” That or Simon would trigger the mark to ensure the hellhound never lived to give away a thing.

Simon left the cave to rejoin Leonard afterwards after removing the Overlord armor. It annoyed him slightly that a dog could benefit from increased experience gain when he would have to toil for each and every level.

Then again, there might be a workaround…

“Leonard, would you know any Class with an experience boosting Perk?” Simon asked his retainer upon climbing back on his horse. If his retainer had his suspicions about how he got past the wolves or what he was doing inside the cave, he didn’t show it. He had to have guessed Simon possessed a Class of some kind at least.

Leonard nodded, to his employer’s joy. “The Adventurer Noble Class famously has one, as do some of its Vassals like the Seeker.”

An experience-boosting Perk would serve me for the rest of my life if I could obtain it with Devour Crestone, Simon thought. The earlier I find the right Crestone, the better. “Do you know how I could access one of those Classes?”

“The Adventurer belongs to the Kingdom of Lore, so they have a near monopoly on its Vassal Crestones,” Leonard replied. He looked at the horizon, catching sight of Meredith riding to rejoin them. “Our army might have seized some of them during our near-constant skirmishes. I admit only someone like Lord Dassein could tell Your Highness more.”

Of course it wouldn’t be so easy. The Kingdom of Lore on the western continent had bedeviled Endymion for centuries, and produced its fair share of would-be Overlord-slayers and Paladins. Going there would take a while, and Simon doubted they would share their precious Classes with him.

In a future reign, perhaps. For now, he had two dragons to kill; and he would soon have the tools to do exactly that.

  

    
        Chapter 19: Wings of the Dragonlord (3)

    
    
    
    
  Anna didn’t invite Casval to her ‘study session,’ which allowed Simon to relax a bit. He could finally enjoy a night of revelry without worrying about assassinations or working for level-ups.

“Alright, I now wield the Wand of Truth, which compels all to answer!” Anna said while raising her cup of wine with one hand and her stick with the other. “Simon, reveal unto me the secret none should hear!”

“I said it was family only,” Simon replied while glancing at Tiella, the other person whom Anna had roped into her nonsense tonight. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Tiella replied shyly. “Should I leave you two be, Anna?”

“You are the sister I never had; of course you can stay. I trust you to keep your tongue.” Anna waved her stick at Simon as if it had power. “Now answer me!”

Simon wondered if he should lie. He had been told to keep Father’s death a secret, and Thalas would jump at any excuse to see him hanged.

“Tiella can keep a secret,” Anna insisted upon sensing his reluctance.

“It’s not her who worries me,” Simon replied. Tiella was of a reserved nature so he didn’t doubt she could keep her tongue, but Anna… Anna could be an inveterate gossip when drunk. The information he had could put them in danger.

“Are you doubting me, Simon? I am shocked!” Anna waved a cross in the air with her hand. “I swear on the Light I shall keep the truth to myself!”

“This information could put you in danger,” Simon warned her.

“Then I double-swear!”

I guess I’m only bound to keep Father’s death secret, Simon thought. I could give her a morsel of truth. 

“The Overlord has chosen an heir,” Simon replied mirthfully.

“What?!” Anna asked as she nearly dropped her glass of wine, while Tiella covered her mouth. “Who?!”

“Only one question at once,” Simon teased her. “That’s the wand’s rule.”

“Come on! Don’t be like that, I need to know!” Like any highborn girl, Anna immediately resorted to bribery. “I’ll give you two, nay, three turns in a row if you answer!”

“It could be Thalas,” Tiella suggested.

Anna immediately shot the suggestion down. “Can’t be him. His behavior wouldn’t make sense otherwise.”

“His behavior?” Simon inquired.

“Thalas told me I was wasting my time with you and that I should instead spend it with the ‘better-born man.’” Anna rolled her eyes. “He even implied the possibility of marriage.”

“Marriage?” Arranged marriages were common among imperial nobility, and Anna was the most desirable maiden in the empire as heir of the Berwick Islands; not to mention that Maublanc Paimon was the Magnos' children honorary 'uncle' in name only. It didn’t surprise Simon that Thalas would try to secure her hand… were it not for a tiny detail. “Isn’t Thalas already engaged to Antonine de Shax?”

“He is, but the Shax Marquisate holds little weight when compared to the Berwick Islands,” Anna gloated. “I wonder what kind of face she would make if I were to tell her...”

Simon wondered what to do with that information as well. It explained how Anna managed to spare Simon’s life from execution in a previous reign. She could simply have hinted to Thalas that she would consider a marriage proposal if he let her friend off the hook. Telling Antonine the truth would likely lead to a lovers’ spat, if she believed him at all, but surely he could do more with that information…

Simon burst out laughing as a cruel and devilish plot crossed his mind. One that would make his father proud.

“Why are you laughing?!” Anna joined with a chuckle, his good mood now infectious. “Come on now, share!”

I know how to kill Thalas and Vouivre. Maybe both at once… “It’s just…” Simon forced himself to calm down, and failed at it. “It’s just… I try to imagine you and Thalas…”

“What, you think he would survive the honeymoon?” Anna replied, bursting out laughing. “Or you would rather keep me for yourself?”

“I don’t share my favorite honorary cousin,” Simon joked back.

“Oh, really?” Anna gave him a mischievous smirk. “Anyway, that was your question, so now you have to answer.”

“Shouldn’t Tiella get the wand now?”

“I want to know too,” Tiella replied with a laugh. “Come on, tell us!”

“Fine, fine.” Simon took a deep breath. “The heir… is Laurent Linconnu.”

Tiella frowned in confusion. “Laurent Linconnu?”

“Wait, isn’t that the guy everyone is looking for?” Anna scoffed. “Who is he?”

“That would be a new question,” Simon teased her back.

“That does it! I bestow a dare upon you for your insolence!”

Simon chuckled. “But I respected the rules.”

“Haven’t you heard?” Anna waved the wand at him. “I’m the Overlord. I can do whatever I want.”

That made Simon laugh a lot more than it should have. “Fine, fine,” he said. “What dare shall it be?”

“You will have to kiss one of us,” Anna smirked, ear to ear. “On the mouth.”

Same dare as last time then? Simon was now convinced Anna and Tiella had planned this game between themselves as a prank. Well, joke’s on you, Anna, I get to try both options.

Simon pretended to think things through, and then moved on to embrace Anna. Tiella covered her mouth with a gasp when he pressed his lips on her friend's own to teach her a lesson. Simon thought it would feel weird and wrong, but Anna was an experienced kisser and made it work well.

In fact, she seemed really into it.

“Since when have you become so daring, Simon?” Anna asked after pushing back. “It does not displease me.”

“You asked for it,” Simon replied.

“I did.” Anna gave him a long, ambiguous look. “What am I going to do with this daredevil, Tiella?”

“Marry him?” Tiella quipped.

“That’s it, you get a dare too!” Anna waved her hand at Tiella. “I order the two of you to kiss for my entertainment!”

Simon and Tiella had no choice but to obey, after which the night devolved into wine and nonsense. They spent the evening theorizing about Laurent Linconnu’s identity until Tiella drank so much she passed out. Simon and Anna carried her to bed afterwards, which proved easy for him thanks to his Class-enhanced strength.

“She’s heavier than I thought,” Simon told Anna before noticing the forlorn look she sent him. “What?”

“Do you think you could convince your father to legitimize you?”

“What an odd question.” Where did that come from? “I don’t think so, why?”

“Because then we could fuck,” Anna replied bluntly while finishing her cup. She was obviously drunk, and that untied her tongue. “I don’t want to get attached and regret it later, especially if I have to marry Thalas.”

“What?!” That Anna would come on to him didn’t surprise Simon all that much after she told him that she had come to the Academy to enjoy herself, but to marry Thalas of all people? “I thought you didn’t want to do it?!”

“I don’t, but my father will likely force my hand soon if what you told me is true.” Anna let out a heavy sigh. “The War and Church Parties both need Dad’s swords, and he was always more amenable to the latter. I don’t see Louis setting aside his fiancée, and Dassein is more likely to get hitched with his horse than to marry, while marrying Thalas could potentially put me on the throne as the new empress. Guess which option my father will choose.”

Simon scowled. As much as he hated to admit it, that was indeed a likely possibility. “Nothing is set in stone.”

“You’re sweet, Simon, but you haven’t been paying attention. At least one of us will be free.” Anna wistfully played with her glass, a sorrowful look on her face. “You should leave for the night. You don’t want to see me in a morose mood.”



Simon went to visit Duchar and Cassandra the next day. Both were overjoyed to hear that he intended to test out his new Land of Darkness Perk in the archive and reassured him it would have no impact on the world above ground. Balzam Magnos had apparently outfitted his secret stashhouse with every anti-divination spell known to mankind.

The corridors were dark and damp when Simon, Lorimor, Duchar, and Cassandra gathered in the archive’s depths. Simon glanced at his retainers—his gaze lingering on the rat cage Cassandra had brought—and then raised his armored hand.

“Land of Darkness I,” he said, words rising from the depths of his Class’ spirit to his lips. “The Abyss be my witness, I claim this archive as my den!”

Miasma gathered in his hand, darkness flowing between his fingers. Simon felt drained for the first time since he had gained the Overlord Class. Tier I spells hardly seemed to put a dent in his miasma reserve, yet this particular Perk did drain him.

Shadows of the blackest ink coalesced into his palm in the shape of a small ebon crystal, hardly the length of his thumb. Simon could have mistaken it for the obsidian they mined in Uyo, but even the dark glass lacked the unnatural smoothness of this object. It radiated power like a furnace as it began to float into the air by its own will. A pressure fell upon the room, with the stone shifting as a malicious force began to claim rooms and doors alike for itself.

The darkness had fed on Simon to manifest, and now he could sense it feed him in return. He felt stronger as his Lord of the Demon Castle Perk triggered in return, empowering his stats. This dreary place, at long last, began to feel like home.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Cassandra whispered under her breath.

“Yes… yes it is,” Lorimor replied in adoration. His tone was that of a man who had witnessed a miracle. “A heart of darkness… I hear it beat in my head.”

Even Duchar seemed impressed. “Fascinating,” he muttered to himself while stroking his beard. “It usually takes either centuries of tragedies or a demonic sabbath for a miasma crystal of this quality to coalesce into existence, yet Your Dark Majesty can do it with a wave of his hand. Most incredible.”

“Father never showed you this power?” Simon wondered. So he didn’t know if Father had a backup Dungeon stashed somewhere.

“I never had the pleasure.” Duchar turned to his daughter. “Cassandra, my dear?”

Cassandra raised the rat cage and glanced at the rat held inside. She whispered something to the animal so low Simon couldn’t hear it, but it caused the animal to drop dead on the iron floor of its container. The ambient miasma immediately closed on the animal’s flesh and caused it to walk again, with darkness behind its empty eyes. The reanimated mouse attempted to bite Cassandra on instinct, to no avail. Its teeth only sank into metal bars.

“Interesting,” Duchar commented upon studying the undead creature. “The Dungeon itself puppeteers the corpse like an advanced version of the Blood Doll spell. This ought to imply a degree of sentience, nay, active intelligence.”

“The soul did not come back,” Cassandra said with obvious disappointment and a hint of sorrow. “Saddening.”

Her expression surprised Simon. “Are you feeling sad for a rat, Cassandra?”

“All life is precious, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied calmly. “I became a necromancer to preserve it from death. The loss of any creature, no matter how small, diminishes us all.”

Her response took Simon aback. It suddenly occurred to him that he hadn’t bothered to learn much about Cassandra or her reasons to study necromancy. He had written her off as hardly better than her amoral father, but perhaps he had been too hasty to judge her.

“Stop,” Simon ordered the undead rat, who immediately ceased to bite the bars in response. “Does that satisfy your curiosity, Duchar?”

“Not quite. We will need to check if the corpse becomes inert once outside the Dungeon, how far the effect extends, if it affects any cadaver brought inside, or only those who perish inside the Dungeon, and many other factors…” Duchar rubbed his hands in scientific anticipation. “Would I have Your Majesty’s authorization to study their crystal?”

“You do, so long as no one above ground notices it and that it does not impact your other duties,” Simon replied. Duchar and his daughter had been of tremendous help so far, so he was fine letting them indulge. “Lorimor, have you found anything on dragons?”

“Yes, and… not quite.” Lorimor cleared his throat and presented him with a small notebook. He sounded quite uneasy. “I searched the late Overlord’s—may the Dark bless his soul—notes and found mention of dragons, but… I am not certain Your Dark Majesty would wish to… to see the rest…”

Huh? What foul writing could leave a cultist of the Dark uneasy? Did Father put some horrifying truth to paper? This only aroused Simon’s curiosity, so he snatched the notebook out of Lorimor’s hands and opened it at a marked page. It showed a list of some kind.


Simon: At least 14, likely 17 (see unknown assassinations)

Louis: 6

Zodiac fiends (discounting Simon): 6

The elves: At least 5, probably 9 (see unknown assassinations and Paladins)

Dragons: 4

Traps, mishaps, and accidents: 3

Military Coup/The Cocagne Affair: 1

Succubi Sex: 1

Paladins (discounting Simon): 5

The Berwick Lich: 4

That cursed musan sniper: 3

Euphemia: At least 2, probably 6 (see unknown assassinations)

Norbelle: 1

Public execution: 1

Suicide: 2

Lauriane: 1

Dassein: 1

Unknown assassinations: 10 (likely Simon, the elves, Euphemia, Mastemo, or any combination)



Unknown assassinations? Public execution? Succubi sex? Was this an account of all of Father’s deaths? Lorimor and readers would likely fail to understand the significance of these jumbled thoughts, yet Simon was sure his father had recorded a list of his past demises.

Simon wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that he had apparently slain his father over fourteen times, not to mention other details. Paladins and zodiac fiends discounting Simon? Did that imply Simon became the Paladin during previous reigns?

Seventy. That’s seventy deaths. Simon recounted to be sure. Thirty are missing, or at least twenty-nine given how his final reign ended. Did Father simply forget to record them, or did he have fewer reigns than I? 

“Does the term ‘zodiac fiend’ mean anything to you?” Simon asked his retainers. The fact that this group, whatever they were, had killed his father more times than dragons bothered him.

“The term sounds familiar, though I cannot remember why,” Duchar replied, his hand stroking his beard. “I can look into it if Your Majesty wishes it.”

“Yes, do so.” Simon recalled that Lorimor identified a link between the demonbarrows and the constellations. A connection was likely, but he would need confirmation.

Whatever the case, it vaguely amused Simon that Thalas was apparently the only Magnos child not to have killed their sire at least once. He wondered if that was the result of loyalty, or incompetence.

Simon flipped the page, hoping to find more information, only to gasp in surprise as he found himself staring at a lurid and highly detailed drawing of a naked beastwoman. It took him a few seconds to recognize her. Spymaster Shabram?

There were annotations beneath the picture.


Shabram, 7/10, too much of a biter.



What the… Simon flipped to find the next pages showing Agnes Firewand and a splendid woman he didn’t recognize portrayed in similarly lurid fashions.


Isabelle Barbatos, 9/10, amazing, but not worth the extensive setup.

Agnes Firewand, 1/10, barely does anything, closes her eyes waiting for time to pass.



“I can’t believe it…” Simon muttered to himself in a mix of amazement and disgust as he continued to browse through the gallery. “What a bastard.”


Euphemia, 2 to 8/10, depending on mood. I miss the early days. 

Succubi harem, 3/10, completely overrated (partners die too quickly for them to gain proper experience). Can’t believe I died for that. 

Antonine de Shax, 9/10 just for Thalas’ face. Dirty girl.

Meredith D’Ose, 5/10, passable. Nothing special.

Cassandra Honorius, 10/10, unforgettable. Always wild.

Queen Remedia of Cocagne, 10/10, worth the civil war.



The list went on and on, showing hundreds of women that went from Simon’s own mother—who earned herself a 5/10 for effort—to peasants in various states of nakedness. The amount of details implied Balzam had seen them all that way at least once. There were far too many conquests for a single lifetime.

Simon’s already low opinion plummeted with each page, and then hit rock bottom when he found her entry.


Anna, 7/10; she fought me the whole way.



Even Anna. Simon scowled in utter disgust. What a foul soul his father had been. At least Vouivre and Eole are missing from the list. Whoever killed you did the world a service, Father. 

Seeing Anna’s naked drawing was too much for Simon, who snapped the journal shut. “Toss this trash into the fire,” he ordered Lorimor after stripping himself of the Overlord armor. “There’s nothing useful inside.”

Simon walked out of the archive in an utterly foul mood. How dare his father and Thalas treat Anna like an object to be used and discarded for pleasure or influence? The mere fact that Balzam Magnos had done that to her, even in a reign erased from existence, disgusted him to his core, and the idea of Thalas forcing her to marry him only sickened him further.

He’s his father’s son, Simon thought as he walked out of Duchar’s home. A rotten apple falling from a cursed tree. 

He had to do something to help Anna, and he had an idea how to achieve that.

Simon closed the door behind him and froze in place.

Casval.

Casval was waiting for him in the alley outside Duchar’s home.

It took all of Simon’s willpower not to freeze in place. He had ordered Meredith and Leonard to ensure no one would follow him to Duchar’s place, and they had managed to keep Thalas’ posse at bay, but Casval managed to sneakily slip past their security perimeter anyway.

I knew he was a snake in the grass, and I still underestimated him, Simon thought before feigning a smile. “Casval, what are you doing here?”

“I was worried about you. These streets aren’t safe.” He almost managed to sound sincere, too. “Is that a woman’s scent I smell on you?”

A scent. Sometimes Casval would use terms that gave away his inhuman nature, though most onlookers failed to spot them. Does he think humans could smell each other’s presence? 

“I’m meeting my girlfriend,” Simon lied through his teeth.

“I see.” Casval observed for a moment, his gaze calculating. “We are friends, right? Friends help each other. That is what friends do.”

“Yes, we are friends,” Simon lied. “What of it?”

Casval’s smile turned predatory. “I have an offer for you, Simon.”

  

    
        Chapter 20: Wings of the Dragonlord (4)

    
    
    
    
  Simon feigned shock. “You want to overthrow House Magnos?”

“Is it so surprising?” Casval asked, his smile unwavering. “You have seen Prince Thal-Ass. He is making many enemies, and his father even more so. There are many in the empire that wish your kin dead.”

“Father has many enemies, that is true, but very few of them live long.”

“The Overlord is only human, and all men can die,” Casval insisted. “For all his strength, he needs an army to enforce his will. The more of his minions we take out, the more vulnerable he’ll become. Worry not, we have strength; it’s information and the right opportunity we need.”

“Information?” Simon scowled. “You want me to spy on my family?”

“Yes, of course. You said it yourself, Thal-Ass is bad, and Louis is even worse. Certainly, you wouldn’t mind seeing them knocked down from their pedestal?” Casval tilted his head to the side. “Moreover, there would be a place for someone like you in the new order. A bastard like you will remain stuck in his place should things stay as they are, but my sister does not care where you come from; only about how useful you’ll be.”

Casval tried to make it sound appealing, but the wording betrayed his kind’s coldness. Simon scowled and feigned hesitation. “How can I know this is not a plot of Thalas’ to find an excuse to execute me?”

Casval’s eyes turned into slitted reptilian pupils, and crimson scales appeared over his neckline.

The shift was so sudden that Simon genuinely bolted back in surprise. “What the–”

“Is this proof enough for you?” Casval asked, his voice suddenly far deeper than before. “I am not human. Within my veins flows the blood of Gargauth, the late true Overlord. Your family would want me dead even more than you.”

Simon clenched his teeth. If Casval was so bold as to openly reveal his true nature now, then he had to be prepared to kill Simon on the spot should he refuse to go along. “You must think me valuable to reveal this to me.”

“Yes, of course. We are friends. Friends trust each other.” Casval’s eyes and skin smoothly returned to that of his human disguise. “I have told you a secret; now you must tell me one of yours. It is only fair.”

His tone sounded friendly enough, but Simon could read between the lines. He knew too much now. Either he gave Casval dirt he could use as leverage to enforce mutual trust, or this alley would be his grave.

“The Overlord… has chosen an heir,” Simon said, while pretending to hesitate. “It’s none of his children.”

Casval’s eyes glimmered with interest. “Go on…”

“You’ve heard of Laurent Linconnu?” Casval nodded at Simon’s question. “All imperial forces are after this man because he’s the heir.”

“Interesting.” Casval gave no hint that he already knew that or was merely testing Simon. “But there’s more. You know more.”

Simon frowned and pretended to weigh his answer. In truth, he had plotted all of this long ago. “There is more,” he confirmed. “A secret I’ve forbidden to share under the pain of death, but…”

Casval squinted in impatience. “But?”

“My family will have my head should it become known. Revealing it to be public would be akin to declaring war on House Magnos.” Simon raised a finger. “You said you had enough strength to take on my half-siblings? Well, prove it. I need to see you have a serious shot at winning.”

“Let me guess, you want us to kill Prince Thal-Ass?” Casval crossed his arms. “I have been looking towards assassinating him, but he is too well-protected. His highborn entourage won’t let me near him either.”

This was the chance Simon had been waiting for. “What if I lured him outside town?”

He knew he had won the moment Casval leaned forward with interest. “You can?”

“Yes. I can lure him outside the city to any place of your choosing.” Simon scoffed. “If you’re strong enough to take out the Berserker, that is.”

“There’s no man in Beleth we cannot kill,” Casval replied. “What do you have in mind?”

“Here’s what you’re going to do: you will go to Antonine de Shax and tell her you have information on me that Thalas will be interested in. She’ll introduce you to him.” Largely because she had to prove her usefulness, since their engagement might be canceled. “You will tell him that I’ve confided that I've actually been dispatched to Telluria on Prince Louis’ orders. My job is to meet with the beastmen tribes and convince them to join Louis’ army and support his bid for the throne in exchange for greater rights, maybe even independence, and that I am to meet with their leaders outside the city.”

Casval immediately caught on to the scheme. “You think he’ll follow you personally to catch you red-handed?”

“Oh, trust me. He won’t be able to resist.” Simon smirked ear to ear. “Kill him, and my loyalty is yours.”



Everything went according to plan, and Casval gave him the go-ahead two days after their meeting.

Simon left the city with Meredith, Eole, and Leonard in tow on their way to the Redhands’ territory. It hardly took them twenty minutes for Meredith to confirm that Thalas, Antonine, Casval, and a small posse followed them. As Simon predicted, the fact that Thalas’ sycophants had already seen him leave the city once before only strengthened their master’s suspicions.

“The fish has taken the bait,” Simon noted. “Good. Remember your orders. We are to watch, and only engage at my order or if either side attacks us.”

“If I may, Your Highness,” Meredith asked while clearing her throat. “Did your father authorize this operation?”

“Yes. Either Thalas wins and proves himself a true prince of blood, or he fails and we can assess the enemy’s strength.”

The worst part was that Simon was convinced his father would pull something like this, and his retainers appeared to believe it as well.

Simon himself wasn’t exactly sure how it would turn out. He had no pity for Thalas after all of the indignities he had put his half-brother through, and his demise would free Anna from a forced marriage. There was hardly a soul in the empire who would mourn him besides his mother. Thalas had tried to have him executed a few years back and continued to threaten him with death regularly, so the sin of kinslaying did not cloud Simon’s mind.

On the other hand, Vouivre was a monster both figuratively and literally. If she could indeed kill Thalas, then she could likely match the likes of Dassein or Louis, which meant Simon would need significant level-ups before he could even contemplate fighting her.

Moreover, Casval had insisted that Simon bring Eole with him, which couldn’t bode well. The kish had made him promise not to surrender her to the scalefolk with more fear than she had ever shown. She truly considered it a fate worse than death.

Simon hoped he would have the leverage to protect her.

He sensed a voice reaching out at the edge of his consciousness, connecting to his mind through the Brand of Sloth. Duchar. “Your Highness?”

“What is it, Duchar?” Simon replied through telepathy.

“I have found a mention of Zodiac Fiends in a text. Is Your Highness familiar with the Age of Heroes?”

“Everyone is.” The Age of Heroes was the period of time when the elves bestowed upon human heroes the twenty-two Noble Classes nearly a thousand years back into the past, who would go on to found great civilizations that prospered before the Doom. Some scholars believed Mardok created the Overlord Class specifically to defeat those heroes, though they had existed centuries apart. “What of it?”

“I have found a tale, mostly forgotten, that says the Heroes once fought twelve archdemons that banded together to rule the world. After a long battle that tore the world asunder, the heroes banished them from the world and into space, where they became the constellations in the night sky. Hence the title of the tale, ‘The Heroes and the Zodiac Fiends.’” Simon heard Duchar scoff on his end of the magical link. “Obviously, the last part is rubbish, but the connection Lorimor has found between those ‘demonbarrows’ and the constellations certainly comes to mind.”

Simon pondered that information for a moment. The demons being sent to the stars clashed with Eole’s tale that one of them was buried beneath the Kish capital, but this could simply be the result of centuries of retelling twisting a kernel of truth.

Father’s notes accounted for eight demonbarrows if Simon remembered correctly, and he theorized about missing four. This would make a total of twelve, the same as the zodiac constellations.

What bothered Simon was that these supposedly dead Zodiac Fiends had somehow caused his father’s demise six times in his past reigns. He had the gut feeling this matter might trouble himself in the future.

“Thank you, Duchar. Inform me if you find anything else,” Simon replied before spotting a forest facing the great plains of Telluria, alongside a hill overlooking them. It was the very same spot where Vouivre massacred them in his previous reign.

“We’ll have the best view from here,” he informed his men.

His group ascended the hill and then took position. Simon quickly caught sight of Thalas’ band riding across the plain on horseback. They suddenly stopped midway onto the plain, perhaps because they had smelled the trap.

Alas for them, it was already too late. Casval proved it by immediately transforming into his hybrid form and flying away too fast for a shocked Thalas to react. The reason why became clear a second later.

Hell rained down from the sky.

A fireball the size of a house crossed the heavens like a meteor and impacted the plains in a catastrophic explosion. The explosion unleashed a flash of light and fire so bright that Simon had to cover his eyes with his hand. His retainers immediately adopted their class outfits, even Eole, who now had a shimmering iridescent veil covering her mouth and dancer robes matching her curves.

When the light subsided, only ashes and charred bones remained of Thalas’ entourage. The flames had consumed men and horses alike… except for one figure.

Simon had rarely seen Thalas in the Berserker outfit, but he had to admit his half-brother cut an intimidating figure in it. His muscles rippled beneath a piece of clothing composed of a giant wolf’s pelt forming a cloak and hood, arm pieces of boiled black scales, and tattered pants. His chest was left exposed, yet the skin now shone with runes of power. Though Thalas carried heavy burns, he looked more pissed than hurt, and soon raised a black axe taller than any man to the sky. A roar escaped his mouth, so loud that Simon could hear it from the hill.

“SIMON!”

Yes, Thalas, it was me, Simon thought with satisfaction. He felt slightly guilty for the death of Antonine and the others—they didn’t deserve this—but his half-brother’s roar of pain and humiliation sounded so sweet. I’m fine with not delivering the final blow… so long as you know it was me.

The instrument of his vengeance made her presence known with a terrifying roar that drowned out Thalas’ own. It echoed across the landscape and struck Simon to his very soul.
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Simon clenched his teeth as the same primal, instinctual fear that took him over during his previous reign crept in. Eole trembled like a leaf, while his other retainers tensed up. They knew the danger ahead was too great for them to conquer.

Meredith covered her mouth in horror upon looking up to the sky. “By the Light…”

Vouivre descended from the heavens in her dragon form.

Now that it was daytime, Simon could see her in all of her terrible glory. Her golden scales, thicker than any plate armor, glittered under the sunlight while her great wings cast the plains below in dark shadows. She was over sixty feet long, with a sinuous, serpentine neck, a maw large enough to swallow a man whole, and lizard-like hands that could seize an ox in their palms. She descended upon Thalas with blinding fire shooting from her maw to finish the job.

“Is that…” Simon couldn’t see Leonard’s face beneath his Dreadnought helmet, but the dread in his voice was palpable. “Gargauth reborn?”

“His daughter, Vouivre, from what I’ve heard,” Simon replied. “Now you see what we are up against.”

“She’s… she’s smaller, though,” Meredith muttered under her breath. “He was said to be so large as to cast entire cities in his shadow when flying.”

Thalas spotted the dragon, his face twisted into a snarl of berserk fury. He briefly crouched, his legs strained by his rippling muscles, then took a giant leap over a hundred feet upwards through sheer strength alone. The blowback sent dirt flying everywhere as he rose towards Vouivre with his axe in hand.

Simon had to give it to Thalas; he ran from no battle.

Whoever loses today, I win, Simon thought. He would consign every move of these two to memory. And should the Light bless us, we might be able to take out the wounded winner. 

Simon could feel experience flowing into him the moment the thought crossed his mind. He guessed that manipulating his enemies into killing each other at no risk to himself pleased the Overlord Class’ spirit.

Vouivre breathed fire at the leaping Thalas in an attempt to incinerate him, but his mana-powered outfit let him power through until he reached her. Ice coated his axe’s blade as it struck Vouivre between the eyes with a blow so mighty that it sent shockwaves through the air. He failed to cleave Vouivre’s skull in two, but he managed to draw boiling golden blood. She threw him at the ground below, then pointed her claw at him. A small tornado immediately formed out of nowhere and swept Thalas back.

Vouivre could cast spells.

That behemoth of a dragon could cast spells.

It barely slowed down Thalas, though, who sliced the tornado with his axe in a way that somehow disrupted the dragon’s magic. Thalas dodged Vouivre’s attempt to stomp him under her feet, then countered with a slash that left a shallow wound in her belly. Vouivre swept him aside with her tail with enough strength to demolish a house, yet it only brought her a few seconds before Thalas leaped back to his feet.

Simon thought the Berserker was simply a brute force Class that mostly focused on increasing its user’s strength to unimaginable levels, but the way Thalas swung his axe and moved was akin to a dancer, deadly and graceful. Simon realized he was witnessing the ‘perfect proficiency’ Leonard had told him about in real time. The ice-effect coating his half-brother’s axe also suggested weapon enchantments.

He’s actually holding his own, Simon thought as Thalas and Vouivre continued to exchange blows, axe to claws, fist to fangs. But he’s going to lose. 

Thalas was strong enough to pierce through Vouivre’s scales, but the wounds he inflicted were shallow, while her own claws tore all the way to his bones. His slashes started to slightly slow down, and Vouivre began to focus on incinerating him from a distance rather than engaging him in melee. Thalas’ lack of ranged options would doom him.

“What level would you give Vouivre?” Simon asked his retainers warily.

Leonard hesitated. “Sixty-five, maybe seventy.”

So we have no chance to kill her ourselves for now. Simon had expected as much, but sixty-five sounded surprisingly low. “Could she defeat Dassein or Louis?”

“No,” Leonard replied without hesitation. “Not on her own or without heavy support. The mere fact that she struggles with Lord Thalas is proof of it. Lord Dassein is an army of one, and Lord Louis is a god of war.”

True, if Vouivre couldn’t kill Thalas in a minute, then she had no hope of standing up to the stronger members of House Magnos. She probably understood it too, hence her plan to lure out Dassein to a place of her choosing.

That reassured Simon. All he had to do was share the information he’d gathered with Dassein and neutralize Firewand to cripple the conspiracy.

“We can still intervene to save your brother,” Leonard told Simon, with a tone that implied they should.

“No,” Meredith replied grimly, her eyes turning to the forest. “It’s too late.”

Simon glanced at the woods and spotted hundreds of heavily armed reptilian humanoids stepping out from beneath the branches. They were taller than men and akin to lizards with green, brown, and reddish scales, but a few instead resembled naked human women from the top up with serpentine tails instead of legs. Those had to be the lamias Simon had heard so much about; a thought that was soon confirmed when he noticed one of them had six arms, each carrying a sword.

The Redhands had come to witness their leader’s victory.

Meredith’s right, we can’t fight those numbers, Simon thought. His half-brother was doomed.

Thalas fought valiantly until his strength gave out. Vouivre stomped him into the ground, each of her blows leaving a crater in its wake, then grabbed his mangled body with her clawed hand. She finally swallowed him alive the same way she had devoured Simon in the previous reign.

Simon thought he would feel satisfaction at Thalas’ demise, but the sight instead unsettled him to his core. Maybe it was the fact that his half-brother died the same way Simon did, or a sliver of guilt shining through. Whatever the case, it was over in an instant.

“Play along for now, no matter what you may hear,” Simon told his retinue, his gaze lingering on Eole as he addressed her in the kish language. “I will protect you.”

She looked up at him without a word, with a face white with dread, then nodded. Such was Eole’s fear that she wanted to believe him.

They rode down the hill to greet Vouivre, who transformed back into her human form, armor and all. Her gashes and wounds remained, though Simon could see them begin to heal already. Her resilience was utterly terrifying.

But what mattered was that she could be wounded at all.

Vouivre was beatable.

By the time Casval flew down to them, Vouivre spat out a small Crestone bearing the emblem of the Berserker into her palm. She held it up to the sky and watched it glimmer under the sunlight like a trophy, paying no attention to anybody else.

Casval glanced at the crestone with interest. “Sister–”

“Mine,” Vouivre replied with a sharp tone that sent her brother reeling. She then turned her reptilian gaze upon Simon’s group, assessing all of them with cold calculation. “Kneel.”

Simon immediately climbed down from his horse and bent the knee, though Eole proved faster. His retainers wisely follow suit.

Simon could feel Vouivre focusing on him. The sheer, inhuman pressure emanating from her sent his heart racing. How many reigns would it take for his body to conquer its instinctual wariness of dragons the way a man could conquer his fear of water? Ten? Twenty?

“You… Simon, is it?” she said without expecting an answer. “Look up to me.”

Simon did so and met her gaze. She was the very picture of an arrogant conqueror, her body standing in the sunlight and casting him in shadow. Her face showed no emotion, no hint of weakness.

“You have done well to bring me this sacrifice and to trust in my superiority… but you do not have a future yet.” She crossed her arms and looked down on him the way a master would on a new hound. “I proved my strength, and now I demand your loyalty.”

Or I will kill you here and now, went unsaid.

“You have it,” Simon lied. For this reign at least. 

“Then answer me: what is this secret your house does not want you to reveal?”

Simon took a long, deep breath, and then dropped the fireball. “My father was murdered in his sleep weeks ago.”

The silence was so heavy, so tense, that Simon could have sworn time stopped between two ticks of the clock. He heard the snap of his retainers’ necks as they stared at him, their surprise greater than their fear. Only Eole didn’t react, largely because she didn’t understand the common tongue enough to comprehend the truth. Casval’s jaw dropped, and Vouivre…

“Is this a joke?” she asked, her tone menacing.

Simon met her gaze, and then it finally hit him.

“You didn’t know?” Simon muttered in disbelief.

Her disbelief gave way to astonishment. “You are serious.”

She didn’t know.

She didn’t do it.

Vouivre hadn’t killed Balzam Magnos, either through Firewand or someone else, or else she would have at least been informed of his death after so long. Even if she hadn’t received confirmation, she would at least have given the order and taken the news as confirmation that it had been carried out.

“Then… the reason why your army is looking for this Linconnu…” Vouivre quickly put two and two together, her face twisting into a scowl of disbelief. “The Overlord Class is in the wild?!”

Her shock brought Simon to a startling realization. He had made a terrible mistake. He had assumed there had been only one unified conspiracy against House Magnos, discounting the fact that multiple parties hated his father and might have been acting independently.

Someone had killed Balzam Magnos, and Simon had no idea who it could be.

  

    
        Chapter 21: Wings of the Dragonlord (5)

    
    
    
    
  Casval was a shadow of his sister.

Simon could tell the difference in the way she quickly absorbed the incredible news of his father’s death and regained her composure, her thoughts immediately turning back to practical matters.

“If your father is dead, who rules in the capital?”

“Euphemia and Louis,” Simon replied. He knew his retainers might take it the wrong way, but the more sensitive information he shared with Vouivre, the more she would trust him and lower her guard in return. “They have something of a truce until they find the new Overlord.”

“Which of them killed Balzam?”

“I don’t know,” Simon replied. “Honestly, I thought you might have done it.”

His response seemed to amuse Vouivre. “I would be sitting on the Crimson Throne if that were the case,” she replied, her brief smile fading into a thoughtful expression. “I had a plan to strike him down should he dare to take the field against me, but I suppose I will use it against his spawn and wife instead.”

She made no mention of Firewand, which told Simon two very important things: one, that she had likely counted on luring Father out of the capital by forcing a crisis in Telluria; and two, that she had no ally in Frightwall who could have relayed orders to Firewand or informed her of Father’s passing.

Father also didn’t mention Firewand in his list of deaths, Simon recalled. He probably never knew she was compromised because she had never been used against him, or it did happen in one of the deaths he never wrote down. 

“This situation serves us well nonetheless,” Vouivre decided, a predatory smirk stretching on her lips. “I can imagine the state of those weaklings in the capital: confusion, bickering, and recriminations. This is the perfect opportunity to strike. The beastmen will flock to us once Telluria falls and no Overlord comes to defend it.”

She had immediately analyzed the situation and figured out how to exploit it. Vouivre was no brute drunk on her own power, and that made her even more dangerous than Simon assumed.

“Simon, you will reveal to me all you know about Beleth’s defenses.” Vouivre glanced at Eole. “I will take the kish as well.”

Eole, who had been trembling like a leaf without a word, now froze in place to the point Simon couldn’t hear her breathe. She didn’t understand the common Endymian tongue, but she could tell the dragonlord wanted her.

“What?” Simon asked, though he had heard her well enough.

“I require her,” Vouivre stated flatly. “You will be compensated for her loss. You will have your pick of slaves to choose from.”

Simon had expected the dragons to request Eole’s assistance—the whole reason he brought her along was to use her as a lure—but he thought they would at least let him keep her rather than resort to blatant extortion. Simon sent a sideways glance to Eole. She dared not meet his gaze, but he could see the sweat dripping down her forehead, her trembling fingers grasping the grass, and the shivers of dread. She was begging all the gods she knew for mercy.

“No,” Simon said.

The word escaped his mouth before he knew it. Perhaps it was Eole’s obvious pain and despair tugging at his heartstrings that pushed him, or the fact that he too had lived in fear of stronger people too long not to sympathize, or just distaste of Vouivre’s brutality that compelled him. Whatever the case, it caused the air to grow heavier.

“No?” Vouivre repeated, her voice sharper than a sword. Casval shook his head behind her, as if to convince Simon to shut his mouth.

“I said no,” Simon replied. It was too late for him to back down. All he had read on dragons and scalefolk taught him they only respected strength. Giving in now would only make her greedier later. “Eole’s my property. I’m not giving her away.”

Vouivre laughed at him. “Man’s only property is what he can defend by force, and I could kill you where you stand easily enough. You are not that valuable.” She dismissed his defiance with a wave of her hand, like an adult ignoring a child. “Now quiet with you. I will take her.”

“Do that and I will trigger her slave crest,” Simon replied. “She’ll die.”

That threat took Vouivre aback. Her condescending behavior gave way to confusion. “You would kill your slave rather than let me take her with me?” she asked in utter disbelief. “Why?”

“Because what’s mine is mine.” Simon dared to meet the dragonlord’s gaze. “No one steals from my hoard. No one.”

The comparison with a hoard was calculated to appeal to Vouivre’s frame of mind. The only thing that matched a dragon’s power was their legendary greed, and to steal from their hoard was the ultimate insult none of their kind could let go unchallenged.

Of course, Vouivre was likely to consider a human’s attempt to compare himself to her draconic ancestors an insult, but it was the only way Simon could phrase his refusal without inviting violent reprisal.

She stared at him without a word, her gaze steely, her expression unreadable. Simon didn’t give an inch, even as he felt his heart pounding so hard in his chest it began to hurt. It was like staring at a hungry lion.

Vouivre was strongly considering killing him on the spot.

The moment seemed to stretch on forever. Simon’s own retainers had their hands on their weapons and clearly expected a violent fight to break out, and Casval had taken a step back. Simon half-prepared himself to meet the Crimson Throne again…

But then Vouivre cracked a small smile.

“I’m impressed. Here I thought you were a weathervane and a weakling, but you do have a backbone.” Vouivre shrugged her shoulders. “Very well, I will allow you to keep the kish.”

Simon’s immense relief was immediately followed by the discreet thrill of a level-up.
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Simon guessed that impressing a vicious dragon into sparing his life would count as a heroic feat. He thanked the Light that outsiders could not see his System notifications, or else Vouivre would have likely changed her mind. Eole let out a heavy breath, though she was still too frightened to show relief.

“Now, for the rest of your retinue.” Vouivre forgot about Simon’s existence and turned to his bodyguards. “I believe your names are Leonard and Meredith? Raise your heads.”

Leonard and Meredith exchanged a wary glance, then obeyed.

Vouivre waved her hand, and two heads rolled to the ground in a shower of blood.

The attack moved so fast that Simon could hardly catch a glimpse of it. He saw a blade of sharpened wind escape Vouivre’s fingers and travel across the air at blinding speed, then the rain of blood staining the grass. He gasped in shock and horror as his retainers’ corpses hit the ground behind him with a thump.

“I could smell their doubts from here, and your brother Dassein will be suspicious of your survival unless he finds a few corpses,” Vouivre said with the blood of Meredith and Leonard dripping from her hand. Her tone hadn’t changed, nor had her expression. The act of killing aroused no emotion from her. “It will serve me better if the world believes you dead and buried.”

Simon trembled with impotent rage upon glancing at his allies’ corpses. Leonard, who had given his life for him once before, had perished in an ignominious end for no other reason than someone stronger wished for it. Meredith’s head was forever trapped in a silent scream of horror.

“What is yours is yours… but do not challenge me again, or things will not end well for you.” That was no threat, but a statement. Vouivre had spared Simon this one time, and would never do so again. “Do you understand me, human?”

Simon’s jaw clenched in frustration. “Yes, I do.”

“Good. Now you are going to tell me everything you know about Beleth’s defenses, then follow my brother east to claim a certain artifact for me. Complete this task, and you will stand among my commanders when I take Telluria.” Vouivre’s fangs peeked through her lips. “Welcome to the winning side, Simon Magnos.”

Simon would watch Vouivre’s head roll on the ground one day.

He promised himself that.



Vouivre ‘magnanimously’ allowed Simon to keep both Leonard and Meredith’s Crestones, then grilled him extensively on what little he knew about Beleth’s defenses—showing particular interest in the academy’s layout—before finally giving him standing orders.

“A potent relic hides within the kish palace’s ruins,” Vouivre explained to Simon. “My troops have excavated most of it and cleared it of monsters, but the deeper levels are sealed by vexing spells. Only a true-blooded kish like your slave can break them open.”

“What’s this relic’s power?” Simon asked.

“You don’t need to know that yet. You wouldn’t be able to use it anyway.” Vouivre smirked. “Prove yourself by bringing it to me, and you’ll see it in action soon enough once we march upon Beleth.”

She didn’t trust him with such information yet, but she implied it would ensure their victory against Dassein. Most troubling.

“What is this artifact like?” Simon questioned her. “I’ll need a description to identify it.”

“Fair enough.” Vouivre raised her thumb and finger. “There should be a miasma crystal roughly this size, bearing the constellation of the Twin-Tailed Fish carved on its surface. Its exact shape is uncertain, but even a non-Class user should be able to sense its power.”

A miasma crystal bearing a zodiac constellation? Simon had a pretty good idea what this ‘relic’ might be, and what the kish palace had turned into. “You want us to fetch a Dungeon crystal?”

“You know about them?” Vouivre raised an eyebrow. “I am impressed. Yes, I am looking for a particular Dungeon crystal.”

“Then that means the place will be crawling with monsters.”

“As I have said, my troops have cleared most of the palace, and even my weakling brother should be more than enough to handle whatever might lurk behind the remaining seals.” Vouivre’s lips stretched into a vicious smirk. “Besides, you now have two new Crestones to level-up with. You should welcome the experience.”

This dragon bitch.

“That’s quite the important task you entrust me with,” Simon replied with skepticism. “What’s the catch?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Simon. The only reason I’m sending you is because the kish slave belongs to you.” Vouivre scoffed. “Moreover, your loyalty is ensured.”

She leaned forward closer until Simon could feel her rancid breath on his lips.

“You are a traitor who sold out his own half-brother to his house’s worst enemy,” Vouivre said with cruel amusement. “You will be marked for death the moment the truth comes out. They will never take you back.”

The worst part was she was right. Not even Anna would forgive him for leading Thalas to his death. His family would never trust him again for the rest of this reign.

“We are your only chance of survival now,” Vouivre said before dismissing them. “Casval shall carry you to your destination. Speed is of the essence, so do not delay.”

Casval quickly transformed in response. His full dragon form differed from his sister’s in a few ways. His scales were a crimson shade of red, and most importantly, he was only two-thirds his elder’s size. While still impressive, no one in their right mind would bet on him should he and his sibling fight it out. No wonder he went along with Vouivre’s wishes.

“Don’t take it personally,” Casval told Simon as he took him within one of his immense reptilian hands and grabbed Eole with the other. “My sister likes to break my minions too when I get uppity. We will find you new ones.”

Break. New ones. Was this a dragon’s version of giving their sympathies by likening living beings to toys?

Only Eole’s words of gratitude soothed his anger.

“Thank you,” she said in the kish tongue, her voice of genuine sincerity for once. “Thank you for not surrendering me.”

“For what little good it did us,” Simon replied in the same tongue, to ensure Casval could not understand them. “She will have no use for you after we recover the relic from the dungeon. I will remove your slave mark and let you go free by then.”

Eole didn’t believe him. “They will never let me go. Dragons never let anything go.”

She was probably right, but Simon remained confident that Eole could at least slip away. “You will have an opportunity to flee. They will be too busy warring with my brothers to bother with you once they have your people’s treasure. The world is vast, after all.”

Eole gave him a long, thoughtful look. She seemed to weigh her words, briefly checking if Casval understood them, and then spoke. “I came from a place where my people fled after the Doom. A sanctuary neither your people nor the dragons have despoiled yet. I could take you there.”

Her offer took Simon aback. Was she offering him a chance to run away with her? Protecting her from Vouivre must have left a strong impression on Eole if she offered him hope, however foolish.

“No,” Simon said. That plan was doomed from the start. “They’ll have no use for you, but plenty for me. They will come for me. It’ll only endanger you and your people. You should go on alone.”

Eole scowled, then gave him a small nod. “You are a nobler soul than I thought.”

“What are you mumbling on about?” Casval said as he expanded his wings to take flight.

“Your sister,” Simon lied. “Is she always like that?”

“No, she was in a good mood today. You do not want to see her angry.”

Casval flapped his wings with the strength of a hurricane and instantly took flight.

Simon had already flown in an airship, but dragonflight turned out to be a much more uncomfortable experience. Casval was faster than any bird and soared through the sky at immense speed, so the wind blowing upon his face felt like a storm. The burning grass where Thalas perished quickly became a black spot on the ground, then ashes in a sea of grass.

Simon would have loved to see the landscape, but the gust on his face proved so terrible that he had to spend the whole bumpy ride covering his eyes.

“Duchar?” Simon telepathically called out to his allies in Beleth. “Does the archive have a way outside the city?”

“It indeed has an escape route for emergencies, Your Majesty.” Duchar marked a short pause before adding. “Why the question?”

“Prepare to evacuate on a moment’s notice. The city will be under siege soon.” Simon had no idea when Vouivre would launch an attack on Beleth, but it would likely be within the next few days. “I need you to relay information to Princess Anna and my half-brother Dassein.”

While it might have been wiser to let the attack unfold in order to gather information, Simon simply couldn’t stand idle while Vouivre prepared to assault Beleth, especially with Anna, Tiella, Cassandra, and so many innocent civilians inside. He had witnessed those he cared for perishing at a dragon’s hands all too often.

He hoped Dassein would believe his warnings. He had to.

In any case, Duchar took the news with disturbing calm. “I understand, yet Your Majesty need not worry about the archive. I can seal Your Majesty’s Dungeon until his return, and we have all that we need to survive underground.”

“I see.” Simon then turned his attention to another retainer. “Lorimor, search my father’s list of mentors. Find anyone related to Lore, Valne, or Muse.”

Simon had a few ideas what to spend his next reign on now that he had confirmed Vouivre had nothing to do with his father’s death. The fact that someone murdered Simon in the castle implied the real assassin was still afoot, so he was better off leaving Frightwall again. He had a few ideas on how to gather power quickly and save Anna from her arranged marriage should the stars align in his favor.

Afterwards, Simon spent the rest of the flight guiding Lorimor through the lists and interrogating Vouivre’s hellhound on the scalefolks’ movements. Vouivre hadn’t checked on him, nor did he notice an increase in activity near his territory. Simon guessed it would take time for the dragon to mobilize her troops.

Vouivre had spent years gathering shifters under her banner according to Eole. Would those numbers suffice to invade the empire? A coalition might be enough to take Beleth, maybe all of Telluria, but Endymion’s army would surely crush them once it mobilized. Vouivre had to know it as well.

Why would she believe that a miasma crystal would change the situation?

These thoughts occupied Simon’s mind well into the night, as Casval continued to fly east. He began to slow down once dawn rose over the horizon, which allowed Simon to finally see the shadow of a flooded city crowned in sunlight.

It must have been a magnificent metropolis, larger than Beleth once, from the great stone spires and obelisks Simon could see, but the city had long drowned into a massive lake. Deep waters had sunk the streets, leaving only upended trees, broken heron statues, and cracked stairways that led nowhere. The wind blew in ruins of crumbling stepped pyramids and broken bridges tall enough to let the likes of Vouivre fly beneath their archways. Vegetation had overgrown them, paving walls with vines and moss.

Nonetheless, the place was far from uninhabited. Tents stood atop sunken islands, campfires burned inside pyramids, and a few boats carried scalefolk soldiers along the sunken streets. Vouivre had indeed assigned a sizable force to secure the area.

The greatest and most well-preserved building was a soaring temple made of diamonds, with iridescent walls covered in stained glass mosaic and a great dome brighter than the stars. A marble stairway traveling through a garden of quartz trees led to a pair of open gates protected by a camp of scalefolk. Twin statues of herons stood on the threshold, their beaks pointed to the sky.

Casval landed near the entrance and gently dropped his passengers before transforming back into his human form. “Here we are,” he said. “Follow me.”

Simon squinted upon noticing that he kept his clothes while transforming, like his sister before him. “Are you wearing a Class outfit, Casval?”

The dragon smiled in response. “Even friends can keep secrets.”

His evasive response only strengthened Simon’s suspicions. Was that how they could pass for humans? Thanks to some Class allowing them to polymorph into a human form?

Eole didn’t say a thing as Casval guided them inside the palace and into a great hall of crystal columns. Her gaze lingered on ice statues of winged kish people inside, only for her faint lips to twist into disgust when she spotted scalefolk guards keeping watch. The temperature had sharply dropped inside, and Simon noticed signs of battle in the area—from marks on the walls to dried blood and broken stones. A majestic set of marble stairs led upwards.

“Is it me, or is it getting colder?” Simon wondered.

“It gets chillier the closer you get to the prize,” Casval said with a faint smile. “I tried to warm this place up with my flames, yet the cold always returns.”

“Evil is afoot in these halls,” Eole whispered in the kish tongue. “My people shed many tears here.”

Simon thought as much. He could feel the miasma in the air, as potent as the evil he had woken up with his own Dungeon. Vouivre’s troops had only suppressed the evil lurking in these halls for a time, but it would return the moment they left.

Casval guided them up the stairs towards a sprawling throne room with a floor of polished crystal and a throne of white ice. Frozen corpses and skeletons flanked the walls, forever trapped in time. The scalefolk had excavated a hole behind the throne, which further led into an icy tunnel so cold that Simon’s breath turned to mist inside.

That secret passage ended in a small, shallow chamber covered in ice except for one tall stele adorned with sapphires shaped like the Two-Tailed Fish constellation. Inscriptions written on it glowed with magic, and dense miasma seeped from the gemstone. Simon was certain the Dungeon was located right behind it.

“Here it is,” Casval said. “We’ve tried to break through, but the ice grows back instantly. Even my sister couldn’t melt her way through. Can you read the inscriptions?”

“This is kish,” Simon said, his Overlord class allowing him to translate the words.

Let no woman of the people enter those cursed halls, for her voice always calls to her blood.

A lady’s heart is easily set astray by power’s promise, for all men are beasts in her eyes.

Sing the song of release at your peril, for bitter tears shall soon rain down your cheeks.

Quite ominous. Some inscriptions looked vaguely familiar, though Simon failed to translate them for some reason. They seemed to be akin to music notes.

Eole soon confirmed it. “Those are notes written in my people’s traditions,” she explained, her hand traveling along the inscriptions. The frost didn’t seem to bother her. “They teach how to sing the Song of Release.”

Oh, that made sense. His Perk allowed Simon to understand spoken languages, but music might not entirely count.

“Which will open this seal should you sing it,” Simon replied in the kish language, so their dragon keeper would not understand them. “And release whatever is inside.”

Eole nodded darkly. “And that shall be the moment when I am not needed anymore.”

“Yes,” Simon said when he turned to the smiling Casval. “Yes, it will be.”

  

    
        Chapter 22: Wings of the Dragonlord (6)

    
    
    
    
  Casval frowned. “You’re saying that only a female kish can control the power within?”

“That’s what the texts say,” Simon lied. “Even then, the scriptures strongly warn against opening the door.”

“I see, I see.” Casval turned to the scalefolk warriors keeping watch over the tunnel. “Leave us, please.”

The creatures obeyed without a word, leaving Casval alone in the tunnel with Simon and Eole. Simon tensed up, his hand stealthily reaching for Lauriane’s escape crystal in his pocket. He hoped it could teleport Eole with him once activated, and while it would ruin his cover, it would at least save her life…

“You see, Simon, my sister never told me what she intended to use that crystal for, only that she alone could wield its power,” Casval said while studying his ally’s expression with unblinking eyes. “Are you implying that my sister lied to me?”

I have to choose my words very, very carefully here. “I’m just translating what the stele says. That’s all.”

Casval didn’t say a word for a moment, then nodded to himself. “You are my friend, Simon. I think we are friends. Friends trust each other, right?”

The way he phrased it only confirmed to Simon that the dragon only had a vague intellectual understanding of the concept, yet he pretended to go along. “Yes, Casval, we’re friends.”

“But my sister is not your friend, only your master.” Casval’s head tilted to the side. “Friendship conquers all, or so I have heard.”

Is he suggesting what I think he is? “What are you implying, Casval?”

“I’m simply saying that I would prefer to have a friend rather than a master.” Casval met his gaze and blinked a few times with both eyes, as if trying to get a point across. “Is it the same for you?”

He’s suggesting we turn the power inside against his sister. Simon guessed that made sense. Vouivre had eaten Casval for the crime of ‘failing’ her in the previous reign, so their relationship had to be abysmal to begin with. Casval only obeyed her because he had no choice. That’s good to know. 

“Yes, it is,” Simon replied, when in truth he was pretty certain the miasma crystal would likely attack them all the moment they broke the seal. However, Eole should remain safe so long as Casval believed he could use her for his own ambitions. “But we should check first.”

“Agreed.” Casval smiled at Eole, who struggled to hide her nervousness in his presence. “Will you break the seal?”

Eole turned to Simon. Her unease was palpable. “We will all regret this.”

“I know,” Simon replied in the kish tongue, “But with some luck, it will hurt them more than us.”

Eole bit her lip, then nodded slightly. She knew the die was already cast. The songstress took a deep breath, and then sang a slow, gentle melody that echoed across the icy tunnel. The sapphires on the stele glowed one after another in response until the constellation design glowed like the stars it was based on. It didn’t take long for it to sink into the ice and reveal a new path. The miasma that poured out of the newly opened passageway came in dark waves more potent than anything Simon had ever seen, even more so than his own Dungeon’s heart.

The threshold had opened to reveal a domed chamber roughly a hundred meters wide, all paved with smooth ice of the purest white. It held no decorations, no statues, no walled paintings; only a single floating sapphire crystal bearing the symbol of the Twin-Tailed Fish constellation, shining with the light of its boundless malice. It throbbed and pulsed like a living organ exhaling miasma. Even its shape reminded Simon of a frozen human heart.

It was a miasma crystal, and many times bigger than the one Simon summoned. He could feel its power from here, its will. Duchar mentioned that miasma crystals potentially possessed an intelligence of their own, and Simon was now convinced the necromancer had been right.

This thing was an archdemon's heart buried in a frozen tomb, and just as dangerous an artifact as it sounded.

“Eole, stay back–” Simon said in kish, only for the songstress to take a step forward into the room. “What are you doing? Did you forget the warning?”

“It feels…” Eole’s brow furrowed in confusion. “It feels familiar to me.”

Familiar? Simon warily walked after her with Casval in tow. The air grew more chill with each step forward, with the frost seeping into their very bones. Only Eole appeared strangely unaffected.

Simon expected a mental attack from the crystal, or monsters to come out of nowhere to defend the Dungeon’s heart from danger… yet the room remained eerily quiet and defenseless. The trio soon gathered around the floating relic.

“Is this it?” Casval’s head tilted to the side. “I expected something more… impressive.”

“Indeed,” Simon replied with unease. Something was wrong. Had the seals neutered the crystal somehow?

And then he heard it, half a song and half a heartbeat.

“I sense you, child.”

A voice, vaguely feminine, echoed inside Simon’s skull. He had enough experience with telepathy to recognize it as mental communication in the ancient kish tongue.

“What is it?” Casval asked upon noticing Simon’s surprise.

“I hear a voice in my head.” It didn’t take Simon long to figure out its likely source. “I think it’s the crystal.”

“An echo of my power you may summon with this stone, but only by merging thy flesh and soul with my spirit shall my true strength be revealed,” the presence said. “Join with me as one, and your desire together we shall fulfill. Our songs we shall wield to free your people from men and wyrms.”

Your people? Did she mean the people of Endymio–

Simon froze in realization that the crystal wasn’t talking to him. He was only overhearing a mental conversation, likely through the Overlord’s Perks.

Simon’s head immediately turned in Eole’s direction. The kish remained silent, the crystal’s glow reflecting in her thoughtful gaze.

“Do you agree to my terms?”

“Eole, don’t!” Simon shouted, far too late. “It’s a trap–”

“Yes,” Eole replied softly, with no hesitation nor regret. “Grant me my wish.”

The crystal shrieked and shattered.

A mighty gust of miasma threw Simon and Casval across the room until their backs hit the ice—a blow that would have likely caused Simon to lose consciousness without his Class’ stat gains. Waves of frost filled the dome, and darkness most foul coalesced around Eole, entering her through her mouth, ears, nose, and eyes. Simon caught a glimpse of a fish-shaped shadow flowing into his ally until she drank it all.

Eole’s slave marking burned on her pristine chest and then vanished, only to be swiftly replaced with a constellation-shaped array of sapphires. Her skin turned pale blue, and her hair into a darker shade of it. Her wings’ feathers shapeshifted into scales and then twisted until they resembled two redfish tails. Her clothes morphed into a black version of the Songstress class outfit, and when she opened her eyes again, her pupils had turned to ice.

Eole had invited a fiend into her soul, and it had predictably taken over.

Casval immediately let out a roar, wings and tail growing out of his back. The possessed Eole waved a hand at him before he could complete his transformation. Potent magic erupted from her fingers in a flow of white mist that quickly encased Casval in a cocoon of ice. He was soon frozen in time, figuratively and literally.

Eole looked at her hand as if surprised by her own strength, then began to touch her cheeks. Her fingers traveled down her neckline, then fondled her own breasts and stomach. Her eyes closed while she inhaled, her mouth exhaling pure white mist.

The sight disturbed Simon to his core. Those movements were those of a wayward spirit rediscovering how to wear flesh and skin.

“Eole…” Simon said as he rose to his feet, his hand reaching for his morning star. “Eole, you need to fight it.”

“Fight what, Simon?” The voice belonged to Eole, yet her words sounded deeper, older than those of the young songstress. “I’m still here.”

Simon seriously doubted that. “Eole, that thing is controlling you–”

“No one controls me!” Eole snapped back, her face twisted in anger. “I am free again! I am me, and I am her! My mind blurs at the edge, enlightened by the wisdom of ages and the power of the Abyss! Now I can finally free Telluria from its oppressors!”

“By what, taking it over yourself?!”

Instead of answering—which was already a colossal red flag in itself—the thing Eole had become swiftly materialized an ice trident in her hand. “You need not fear, Simon. You have defended me from the wyrm, and for that bravery, you may keep your life.”

Simon already knew her ‘mercy’ carried a caveat, even before she turned her weapon at him.

“But for the sin of my enslavement, service shall be your atonement,” Eole declared, her voice brimming with magic. “A fitting form I bestow upon you. If you would stand in the company of dragons, then a dragon you shall become!”

The trident glowed and then struck Simon with a beam akin to an ephemeral aurora. He immediately heard a faint song echo in his head, demanding that he surrender his will to his new queen of ice and winter. Sorcery took hold of his body in an attempt to change it into something else and inhuman, something with wings, scales, and a heart full of devotion.

It failed.

The magic bounced off him like water on a rock, his Overlord armor automatically materializing over his skin in response to the attack.


Polymorphy attempt negated by Unyielding Essence.

Charm attempt negated by Indomitable Crown. 



“Mardok?” Eole’s surprise at his transformation quickly gave way to pure, absolute fury. “Mardok! The vile stench of your scales I sense lurking beneath that human face! You dare show yourself to me again, traitor?!”

So the fiend was familiar with the first Overlord? Did all archdemons belong to the same club or something?

“You mistake me for someone else, fool. Perhaps you will see more clearly once I have beaten you out of your vessel’s skull.” Simon gripped his morning star. “Dark Saber.”

He charged with all his strength.

Eole immediately waved her free hand at Simon in an attempt to freeze him like she did with Casval, but he quickly summoned his fiendish Shadow Chain first. The barbed chain coiled around her arm and pulled it down before she could cast her spell. Simon’s AGI boost from his old reign’s title, combined with the gains he had earned with his level-ups, let him close the gap between them in an instant. His morning star clashed with her trident, darkness and ice bursting from the impact.

The demonic possession had enhanced Eole’s strength, yet the Overlord Class proved mightier still in close combat. A second blow of his morning star nearly sent the trident flying backwards when she tried to parry, and she had to raise her fishtail-wings as an improvised shield to protect herself from the third. Her scales felt harder than heavy mail, yet the mere impact threw Eole backward across the room until she hit the icy wall anyway.

Simon immediately rushed to catch up. Mighty spellcaster or no, Eole remained a singer. His best bet was to keep her in melee range, where he could dominate her and disrupt her magic.

Eole quickly recovered from the blow and began to sing. Her voice echoed across the frozen hall, with time slowing down to a crawl… or so it felt to Simon. Reality itself seemed to blur at the edge. His body grew heavier, his movements less precise.


Slow ailment! Your agility is cut in half!



Simon grunted and quickly summoned another Shadow Chain from his gauntleted hand. It moved across the room and coiled around Eole’s throat, choking her and silencing her song. Simon winced at the sight of the barbs drawing pale white blood from her skin, yet that worry turned to concern when they swiftly turned to ice at her body fluid’s mere contact. He pulled with his immense strength to drag closer to him, his morning star raised with his other hand to deliver another blow.

Eole grabbed the chain with her fingers in response. Ice flowed out of her skin in a wave that traveled along the links until it reached Simon’s gauntleted hand. By the time he realized the danger and tried to release the chain, it was already too late.

The ice reached his fingers and froze them solid.

Simon thought nothing in this world could surpass the pain of fire. He was wrong. Frostbite hurt way, way more. His blood turned to ice in his veins, his flesh snapping when his hand instinctively clenched. By the time Simon let go of the chain with a roar, half his fingers fell off from his palm in piles of ice.

Simon grit his teeth and looked at his hand. His warm blood poured out of frozen flesh, melting the ice away in caustic fumes. He had forgotten it had turned poisonous.

“Had enough?” the possessed Eole taunted him with a ferocious, inhuman grin.

“Not quite!” Simon snapped back as he waved his wounded hand at her and threw droplets of his poisonous blood at her face. Her skin blistered at the contact, her scream echoing across the room.

Not immune to poison, eh? Simon would have figured an archdemon would shrug off something like that. He guessed the demon mustn’t have recovered its full strength or grown used to having a body again yet. The fusion is too recent. I can still beat her. 

Simon quickly exploited Eole’s surprise to close the gap between them and grab her face with his bleeding hand. Her screams turned into a wail of pure agony when he sprayed her eyes and mouth with his caustic blood.

Simon instantly regretted it and prayed to the Light that he could bring Eole to a medic before the wounds turned lethal. He threw Eole to the ground and kept her pressed against the ground in spite of her attempt to stab him with her trident. He avoided a thrust, threw his morningstar away, then used his newly freed hand to grab her weapon and wrench it from her grip. His S-rank strength came in handy here.

“Release her!” Simon ordered the demon as he continued to press his bleeding hand against Eole’s face. “Release her, or I’ll kill you both–”

Huh?

Was the room getting warmer all of a sudden?

Simon immediately looked at Casval’s cocoon of ice, which unfortunately had already mostly melted away. Great wings flapped the steam away, and a draconic head peeked out in fury.

“You… you lied to me.” Casval’s voice brimmed with both quiet anger and disappointment, wrathful flames dancing between his fangs. “I thought we were friends.”

The treacherous wyrm had the gall to sound betrayed.

Simon attempted to summon his Shadow Chain to force the dragon’s mouth shut, yet Casval proved quicker on the draw. A torrent of fire erupted from his gullet in a deluge of flames. Simon instinctively pushed the possessed Eole behind him to protect her, right as the inferno reached them.

Then came that old friend saying hello once again.

Pain.



Simon would have loved to say that death by dragonfire had lost its edge by now, yet that would have been a lie. It remained a terrible way to go out.

Simon recalled lasting a bit longer than the last time Casval burned him alive, and nearly reaching out to the dragon in a last attempt to strike him. In the end, though, he still perished by the flames. He sorely needed a magical item or a spell that would protect him from it.

Simon should have used Lauriane’s escape crystal earlier and transported the possessed Eole away. The empire’s mages could have then extracted the demon from her soul. He had miscalculated on that one.

The Crimson Throne did not greet him with mockery or condemnation. Its spirit sounded almost pleased to see Simon again. Perhaps it was because he had taken steps to exploit a time-loop for victory, or because he had gathered important information, or because it delighted in treachery. Whatever the case, it welcomed Simon with a new title.


This is the seventh of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Treacherous. 

The Treacherous: You have unsuccessfully betrayed every side you allied with. You suffer no penalties when violating the terms of magical contracts or agreements.



Was an immunity to fire too much to ask for? Simon guessed he would have to earn one for himself.

He wasn’t sure what to make of this debacle. On one hand, he had learned so much. He knew Vouivre’s plans, confirmed that she hadn’t assassinated his father, and discovered what danger hid within the kish palace. This precious information would let him neuter the threat of Gargauth’s heirs during his next reign.

On the other hand, Eole’s decision to join with a demon cut deeply. Had the crystal influenced her mind the moment they broke the seal? Or did she hate the empire and Vouivre so much she would sell her soul to the Abyss if it meant taking them down? In the end, Simon was only certain of one thing.

‘But for the sin of my enslavement, service shall be your atonement.’

He would never earn Eole’s friendship so long as he held her in bondage. The bond of master and slave would always taint their relationship. Her mark’s dispelling had also proved the lesson that Firewand’s betrayal taught Simon: that one could not rely on magical slavery for loyalty. He could never hope to earn her trust in mere weeks so long as that barrier remained.

He knew what he had to do.

  

    
        Chapter 23: Lord of the Berwick Islands (1)

    
    
    
    
  Simon set three goals for himself on his seventh reign: defang Vouivre’s conspiracy, ensure Anna wouldn’t be trapped in a marriage with Thalas, and obtain a Perk that would let him gain experience more quickly.

And he had figured out a way to do all three at once.

Simon struggled to keep a straight face when his family gathered to listen to their father’s false testament for the seventh time. His entire body trembled in anticipation as the Keeper dropped the bomb.

“I, Balzam Magnos, officially legitimize my bastard son Simon as a true son of House Magnos.”

The chorus of shocked gasps, choking outrage, and astonished silence was such music to Simon’s ears.

And Thalas’ expression… the way his face twisted into a mix of disbelief, impotent anger, and then the blood-curdling glare of pure resentment he sent in his half-brother’s way… Simon would savor and treasure this moment for all his following lifetimes. Euphemia’s reaction was more subdued, but the way she paled betrayed her own thoughts.

And then came the finishing blow.

“He shall be entrusted with the freshly conquered Princedom of Purson to the west of Magvolia as his new birthright, alongside his pick of five slaves to serve as his staff,” the Keeper read. “It is my final will that he be engaged to the daughter of my truest follower and blood-brother, Maublanc Paimon, so that our united bloodlines may rule the Berwick Islands of our youth.”

And like that, Simon had just become one of the most powerful people in Endymion.

Simon had cursed himself for never thinking about legitimizing himself in previous reigns. The opportunity was perfect; the dying wish of an abusive father trying to make up with his child after his departure from the living. It was such a good story, such a human moment, unexpected from Balzam the Cruel. The proof that he had a father’s heart, shriveled as it was.

Of course, the news of Simon’s legitimization paled with the revelation that Balzam Magnos had picked Casval Ashmodai to entrust him with the Overlord Class. That ploy served a double purpose: setting Vouivre on Casval would both neuter the threat he represented to both Anna and the academy in general, on top of weakening the dragon conspiracy. This would ensure Simon could leave Castle Frightwall with a clear conscience.

For the first time in a while, he would not be attending the Imperial Military Academy. In fact, he wouldn’t be getting anywhere near Telluria. His recent experience with Vouivre had taught him he needed levels if he hoped to defend himself from House Magnos’ many enemies. Simon had an idea how to accelerate his growth, but that journey would take him west rather than east.

Purson is right next to the Dragonsea and an intercontinental trade hub, Simon thought. It will give me the perfect excuse to go there and use the imperial resources needed to secure an Adventurer-related Crestone. Meanwhile, my official engagement to Anna will prevent Thalas from bothering her. It’s a perfect plan–

“This document is a forgery!”

Simon’s head snapped in the empress’ direction. “What?”

“I had my doubts, but now I am sure of it,” Euphemia replied, her teeth grinding against each other. “My husband did not write this testament.”

This is new, Simon thought, completely taken aback. Euphemia had gone along with the testament in all previous reigns. And very bad. 

“My husband spent twenty years keeping his bastard from any position of power, however meager, refusing him titles, Crestones, and even denying my suggestions that he join the Church’s Templars,” Euphemia stated, her baleful glare focusing on Simon. “He would never shower him with so many gifts, nor choose a complete stranger to inherit the Overlord Class.”

“It comes from the Keeper of the Throne,” Lord Patriate pointed out. “It is beholden to the Overlord’s will.”

“Yes, indeed, it is bound to the Overlord’s will, including whoever killed my husband.” Euphemia turned to the Keeper. “Did my husband truly write this document?”

“This testament is the will of Balzam Magnos himself,” the Keeper replied, having been briefed to lie on the matter by Simon earlier. “Penned by his hand.”

Louis narrowed his eyes at the Keeper. “But if the new Overlord asked you to lie to our face, you would.”

“Yes,” the Keeper replied honestly.

Damn it, Simon cursed. This is spiraling out of control!

He barely had time to spot Thalas lunging at him, grabbing him by the throat, and slamming him against the nearest wall. “It was you!” the Berserker snarled, his voice and eyes brimming with anger. “You killed our father so you could legitimize yourself, bastard!”

“I’ve done nothing!” Simon half-lied. “I didn’t kill him!”

“Thalas, release him immediately!” Lauriane ordered, drawing her sword. “I am warning you–”

“Or was it you?!” Thalas glared back at her. “Did you murder Father so you could give a gift to your pet?!”

“How dare you?!” Now it was Lauriane to glare back in outrage. “You little brat–”

“Enough!” High Confessor Mastemo stomped the ground with his staff, catching everyone’s attention. “Whether this testament is legitimate or not, the fact remains that the Overlord Class has been given to a stranger unknown to us. Our priority should be to locate it first.”

“I can quickly confirm whether anyone here has an alibi for His Majesty’s death,” Spymaster Shabram added. “Including young Simon.”

Euphemia glanced at the other people in the room, realized that they were that close to an all-out brawl, and then wisely de-escalated the situation. “Put him down, Thalas,” she said before scowling at Simon. “You are under house arrest for now until we’ve cleared this up.”

And like that, all of Simon’s best laid plans fell completely by the wayside.



As the days went on with him unable to leave his room, Simon realized he had gravely miscalculated.

The fact that the factions at court had gone along with whatever he wrote in his father’s testament during his previous reigns had lulled him into a false sense of security. He had been too greedy, pushed his luck too far, and that had led Euphemia to call his bluff. She couldn’t prove the Keeper’s testament was forged, but the doubt was enough to sow chaos at court. At least Shabram’s investigation quickly let him off the hook for Balzam’s murder, which likely spared him from immediate execution.

Balzam Magnos had been such a horrible person that throwing his Overlord Class into the wild to screw his descendants was seen as plausible, but showering gifts on one of his children on his deathbed was instantly disbelieved.

Then again, what I was expecting by trying to portray someone called the Cruel as remorseful? Simon cursed himself. Even acts of kindness from beyond the grave would fall flat. I’ll have to ask for less next time. 

Simon was excluded from council meetings for days until Lauriane showed up at his door with an uneasy scowl. “I have good and bad news,” she said. “The good news is that we’ve managed to reach a settlement. Louis and I have strenuously argued your case, and High Confessor Mastemo was sufficiently amenable to the idea of your legitimization to mollify Euphemia. She is willing to recognize your legitimization in exchange for concessions.”

For once, Simon was thankful that the Light’s teachings condemned violating someone’s last will. Nonetheless, he could read between the lines. “Concessions which are all bad news, I take it.”

“I’m afraid so.” Lauriane sighed. “I am truly sorry, but you will have to officially surrender your claim to the Princedom of Purson and all its associated privileges. You would gain too much influence to ignore.”

Simon thought that giving himself as much power as the state would allow without officially revealing himself as the Overlord would grant greater freedom of action than either, but it was the complete opposite. The factions at court now perceived him as either an asset or a danger, so they would not let him be.

Simon guessed he would have gotten away with legitimization if he hadn’t put a princedom and an engagement to Anna on top of it. That bold gamble had backfired beyond words.

“Wait, what about my engagement to Anna?” Simon asked. “You didn’t mention that part.”

“Maublanc agreed to it, since your legitimization would give his line a stronger claim to the Crimson Throne,” Lauriane replied. “You are the only male in the royal line not to be engaged to someone else besides Dassein, who’s in the War Party, so Euphemia will go along to ensure the Berwick Islands do not fall into our hands.”

Simon pondered those words. Putting the engagement in Father’s will meant Euphemia didn’t have time to prepare the terrain for her son and put the question of Anna’s hand at the High Council’s feet. She had become an apple of discord, and Simon was the safest option to resolve it.

It… it wasn’t such a bad outcome. Simon would now have Maublanc’s support, which should make obtaining an Adventurer-related Crestone easier, and he had kept Anna from risking an unenviable marriage to his family’s rotten apple.

“I’m truly sorry, Simon,” Lauriane apologized. “I wish I could have done more, but that’s the best deal I could get you. The situation is too unstable for now, with Father dead and the Overlord Class running around. You’d be dead within the week if we didn’t reach a settlement.”

“It’s okay, I thought I would lose my head over Father’s whims for a moment.” Simon chuckled. “So we are equals now?”

“We are. You are a prince of House Magnos now, by law and blood.” Lauriane cracked a rare and genuine smile. “Take heed. That was the proof that our father loved you in spite of everything.”

No, he didn’t. “Well, then I guess I will pack my belongings and depart for the academy.”

Lauriane’s smile faded away. “No, you won’t.”

Simon’s head perked up. “What?”

“You’re a prince engaged to the heir of the Berwick Islands, remember? Maublanc has called you two lovebirds home to settle in your new nest.” Lauriane shook her head. “You’re going back home, Simon.”



Simon had been planning to claim Agnes Firewand as slave this time around in order to better check her slave mark and hopefully disable Vouivre’s password-powered backdoor into it, but he was too much on thin ice to do so this reign. He regretted leaving a poisonous dagger like her in Frightwall, but revealing the weaknesses in her slave mark would have brought many unfortunate questions and unwelcome scrutiny.

Simon did, however, secure Lorimor and Eole’s release. He knew from experience that the former would become fanatically loyal the moment he revealed the Overlord Class to him, but the latter… he wasn’t sure how she would react to what he had in store for her.

“What is this, manling?” Eole asked him on the day he summoned her to his bedroom. From the defiant and cagey way she had entered it, Simon could tell she was expecting nauseating things to happen to her.

Hence her surprise when he gave her a folded piece of paper rather than take her to bed.

“It’s an important document,” Simon replied in kish, startling her. “Hold still.”

Simon pressed his index finger against the slave mark on her chest, then spoke a certain sequence of magical words. The slave mark swiftly faded away until it left Eole’s skin pale and pristine.

“I… I don’t understand,” Eole muttered in disbelief.

“That document bears my house’s seal and confirms that you were lawfully freed, granting you the rights of an imperial citizen,” Simon explained upon pointing at the paper. “It’s as much legal protection as a shifter can receive in these lands. It will allow you to return to Telluria unmolested should you wish for it, though I would strongly advise against it. Vouivre is looking for you.”

“Vouivre?” Eole gasped, utterly confused. “The scalefolk warlord?”

“She is no scalefolk, but a vile dragon in disguise, if you can believe that,” Simon replied. “The kish palace contains a dangerous, demonic artifact she covets. Only a kish like you can break the seal as far as I can tell. You would be better off returning to your peoples’ sanctuary, for your sake and that of everyone else.”

Eole stared at him for a very, very long time. She pondered his words, processed them, and then the questions flooded. “Who are you? How do you know all of that? How do you know our language?”

“I am Simon Magnos, a prince of the empire. You could say I’m something of a prophet.” Simon sighed. “Believe me or not, but I’ve had prophetic dreams and I’ve seen what Vouivre will do to you should she find you. This is how I learned your language, among other things.”

“No, I believe you. You simply know too much, and my people’s tales speak of chosen individuals with foresight.” Eole scowled. “This is all a plot to protect your empire from an outside threat, isn’t it? You are strangling a threat in the crib.”

“If that were the case, I would have had you killed rather than released.” Eole flinched at his blunt honesty. “I’m taking a big risk by letting you go if you decide to go back to Telluria.”

“Why don’t you kill me then?” Eole pushed in disbelief. “Is it a publicity stunt? An attempt to look kind by freeing a slave?”

“No one will know nor care. The institution of slavery is bigger than any of us in Endymion.” Simon shook his head. “The truth is… I don’t think you deserve to die, Eole, and you will die if you go back to Telluria. Your return will allow Vouivre to spread pain and sorrow both to your people and mine, and I don’t want that.”

Eole met his gaze for a moment, her expression softening into sorrow when she finally realized he was sincere. “I came to Telluria to free my kin from its oppressors, yet you see that my destiny is to end in shackles myself?”

“I’m sorry, Eole.” Her distraught expression tugged at Simon’s heartstrings. He could tell that she cared about her fellow shifters, so to have a prophet telling her hopes would only lead to disaster had to be truly crushing. “I have plans to travel beyond this land to an island beyond the sea. You are welcome to join me if you wish, or return home. I haven’t seen where either future leads, so those are for you to write.”

Eole bit her lip and shifted in place. She rubbed her arms, pondering his offer, and then steeling her resolve once her choice was made.

“No.”

Simon had expected that answer, as much as part of him would have preferred to hear otherwise.

“I am sorry, I… I am well and truly grateful beyond words for your act of kindness, Lord Simon.” That was the first time she had ever called Simon by his title with sincere respect, as far as he could remember. “I did not think good people like you remained untouched in this corrupt land… but I cannot, and will not, serve a prince of your empire. However generous you may be, your nation enslaves and oppresses my kin. I cannot forgive this.”

“I understand.” Simon didn’t fault her for this choice. Had he been in her place, he likely wouldn’t even have hesitated. “I can give you money if you need it to travel.”

“It will not be necessary. My wings shall carry me through. If your document is truly my shield, then I shall return safely once I leave this city.” Eole hesitated an instant. “You could come with me.”

“With you?” Now that surprised Simon. “To your people’s sanctuary?”

“Yes. This empire is rotten to the core, and its Overlord is a demon wearing human skin.” If only she knew… “You will find neither peace nor happiness here, prophet. Surely you must have seen this in your dreams, too. This place will gnaw at you like a worm.”

“It’s… not that simple.” Simon found the offer tempting, especially if this sanctuary was beyond the empire’s reach, yet he could not abandon Anna to her fate. “But I wish you luck.”

Eole scowled, yet seemed to understand. “You have duties to fulfill, do you not?”

Simon scoffed. “Don’t we all?”

Eole nodded with sorrow—Simon had the distinct impression she pitied him—and then plucked a red feather from her wings.

“In my culture, individuals exchange feathers as a show of friendship, so that a part of the other always remains with us,” she explained before presenting the feather to him. “You may not have wings, but I would like to offer you this gift nonetheless, Lord Simon.”

“I… I didn’t know.” Simon took the feather in his hands. It was so soft, like breathing silk. “Thank you, Eole. I will cherish it dearly.”

“May it grant you luck and bliss, Lord Simon. If the gods are willing, we will meet again.” Eole bowed to him; truly bowed to him rather than faking it. “I will tell my people that hope can prosper even in darkness’ heart.”

She flew away from his window, and never returned.



On the day after Eole left, Simon was summoned to Maublanc Paimon’s airship for immediate departure to the Berwick Islands.

He hadn’t visited the place in years—since the emperor’s last state visit, in fact—and had never particularly been interested in it beyond its association with Anna. Sure, it was the origin of House Magnos and his father’s birthplace, but his own mother had been a mainland peasant. Simon was a child of the continent.

Nonetheless, part of him was happy to go there, even if it had been unplanned and would cost him direct access to his father’s archive. It was, however, far away from Thalas, Vouivre, and Frightwall’s intrigues. It might prove a breath of fresh air from the academy for once, even if Eole wouldn't be part of his retinue this time. Only Leonard, Meredith and Lorimor would follow him for this reign.

In any case, Lord Maublanc Paimon invited—or rather, summoned—his future son-in-law to the airship salon. The ruler of the Berwick Islands had Simon sit at his table, alone, with neither retainer nor staff to listen. That alone aroused Simon's suspicions.

“Un–” Simon stopped as he wondered what to call the man. Maublanc Paimon had been Balzam Magnos’ blood-brother during the war against Gargauth, the only vassal he ever fully trusted. His loyalty had earned him a title of Prince of Blood, the Magnos family’s old ruling seat before Castle Frightwall, the Commander Noble Class, and countless other honors. The Magnos children had come to consider him an honorary uncle and often called him as such.

Yet Lord Maublanc didn’t greet Simon with warmth or the affection one would have shown at their future son-in-law; only a deep, wary stare.

“Lord Maublanc?” Simon inquired uneasily.

He was met with silence.

Simon shifted in his seat. Had he offended Lord Maublanc somehow? He didn’t recall any particular incident, and they had interacted amicably enough in a previous reign. Did he resent the fact that his daughter was engaged to a former bastard or something? But then why would he have pushed for the engagement?

“It’s as I thought,” Lord Maublanc said upon breaking the silence, his jaw tightening into a dark scowl. “Show it to me.”

Simon tensed. “Show you what?”

“Your Overlord Class.” Maublanc leaned forward, his gaze steely. “Show it to me.”
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  Simon could have sworn time had stopped for an instant. He could feel the sweat on his forehead.

“I don’t understand,” he lied.

“You do,” Lord Paimon replied without care or pity. “Show it to me.”

He knows. Somehow, he knows. Does he want to kill me and take the Class? Or did Father inform him? Maublanc Paimon didn’t strike Simon as the type to kill him on the spot—even if he had been Balzam’s pet and follower in all things—but his tone remained dangerous. I have to play this very carefully. 

Simon clenched his teeth and summoned his Class outfit. Maublanc kept his composure, having clearly expected something like this.

“So I was right…” Lord Paimon muttered to himself, his jaw tightening into a dark scowl. “Who killed Balzam?”

“It wasn’t me,” Simon insisted.

“I know, I’ve read Shabram’s reports.” Maublanc joined his hands. “Do you know who did it then?”

“No,” Simon replied with a scowl. “I thought it might have been Firewand for a time–”

“Firewand?” Maublanc squinted. “Why would you think that? Her slave mark prevents her from harming the Overlord.”

“Her mark is faulty,” Simon replied, though he couldn’t exactly explain why. “It’s an Overlord thing. I can sense it. It’s flawed.”

Maublanc grunted upon hearing this, yet he quickly dismissed the possibility. “She doesn’t have it in her. She would be the last person on this earth to strike down your father even without the mark. It has to be Louis or Euphemia, maybe both. Their little cold war has been boiling over for years.” He shook his head and changed the subject. “When did you learn that your father entrusted you with the Class?”

“Since I woke up with it.” Which was technically true. “I don’t know why he chose me.”

“He must have seen something in you,” Maublanc theorized with a scoff. “He did say he could never see you coming.”

Simon’s head perked up. “What?”

“It’s something your father told me when we played cards once.” Lord Maublanc rested his head on his fist as he reminisced. “I asked him why he kept you around without giving you any responsibility. A bastard with nothing to do was a waste. He replied that he could never see you coming, whatever that meant. He never elaborated on that.”

I have a good idea what he meant. Simon’s thoughts immediately drifted to his father’s death list and the many nightmares where he had seen himself murder Balzam Magnos. Did he keep me defanged because I would have killed him otherwise? 

Why not just kill Simon in the crib, then? He didn’t think Balzam Magnos would balk at filicide. Something didn’t add up here.

“It does not matter why your father chose you, only that he did.” Maublanc forced himself to smile. “Let us not talk about the past. You have no need to worry, Simon. Your secret is safe with me.”

Simon didn’t entirely relax, but he knew Maublanc Paimon wasn’t the kind to lie to others’ faces. He was blunt and unrelenting, as befitting of a Commander. Political intrigue never appealed to him, and he had been content ruling the Berwick Islands as viceroy and serving as Father’s head tactician for the last twenty years… but he was also present during the council meeting that poisoned him a few reigns back.

“What gave me away?” Simon asked warily, trying to fish for information.

“Nothing you did personally.” Maublanc leaned back in his chair. “I’ll be blunt, I thought marrying my daughter to his upjumped bastard was your father’s final insult. A joke, a taunt that she wasn’t worthy of Thalas or Louis.”

Simon bit his tongue at the upjumped bastard part. Maublanc had treated him cordially enough in the past, but he remained a bastard in his eyes.

“But then I found it odd how he showered you with gifts on his way out of this world. Legitimization, a whole princedom, my daughter’s hand? That was too much. Then there was the fact he chose a stranger associated with a vengeful house for an heir…” Maublanc chuckled. “Something didn’t add up.”

I was too greedy, Simon thought. He kept his mouth shut and let Maublanc reveal more.

“A thought then crossed my mind: what if that ‘Casval’ was a mere smokescreen? A decoy meant to distract our enemies while his true heir was left to secure his powerbase right in front of us all? What if the engagement wasn’t a slight… but a calculated move?” It was a completely wrong assumption, but one which Lord Paimon clearly wanted to believe in. “My inability to target you with any divination spells swiftly confirmed my suspicions. Only the Anathemic Secrecy Perk is so invulnerable to such scrutiny.”

So that’s how he did it. Simon wanted to beat his head on the table. The only reason most people didn’t notice his immunity to divinations was that he was usually too unimportant to bother with. Entering the spotlight was a terrible mistake. 

Wait, did others know? Lady Shabram had to have cast divination spells as part of her investigation into his father’s death. She should have instantly figured it out when they failed to provide information on Simon. Did she find out and say nothing anyway? Why? Did it somehow serve her agenda to ensure that the Overlord faded into obscurity?

Why did every reign bring new questions and few answers?

“The old bastard must have thought I would be the only prince or noble in the realm who wouldn’t take the Overlord Class for himself,” Lord Maublanc guessed. “Your engagement to my daughter was likely his idea of a bribe: my Anna on the throne as empress, in exchange for my support and armies.” He leaned back in his seat with a hint of nostalgia. “Or maybe he truly did value my service. Maybe he cared in the end.”

He raped your daughter and joked about it in a previous reign. Would he have done something so vile if he cared? It took Simon all of his composure not to spit on his worthless father’s memory. I was the only one who cared.

However, he could tell Maublanc truly wanted to believe his liege trusted him and his line with the Overlord Class. It should have been easy to figure out that Simon had likely forged Balzam’s testament, but that would mean admitting that his father didn’t even think to involve Lord Maublanc in the line of succession; something that would wound his pride.

“Since you have just inherited your Class, we will need to build up your strength until you are ready to reclaim the Crimson Throne,” Maublanc said without skipping a beat. “I’m certain my brother set up this situation because he expected the fools and traitors in the capital to tear each other apart. We will build up our forces while the lions devour each other.”

“Reclaim the Crimson Throne?” Simon’s heart skipped in his chest in enthusiasm. “I… I admit I have no interest in the throne. I didn’t ask for this.”

“I understand your reluctance, Simon, but claiming the Crimson Throne is your duty as Overlord and your father’s last wish.” Maublanc raised an eyebrow. “Certainly you know how the Class only passes on through death? This is a burden you will have to wear for the rest of your life.”

“I would rather have retired away from all the bickering and backstabbing in the capital.”

“Believe me, I understand you more than you think. I have no appetite for pointless politicking either… but alas, when men are called to war, they must answer.” Lord Maublanc gave Simon a stern look. “Moreover, if I have figured it out, then it’s only a matter of time before others do. The hunt for this Casval keeps the hounds busy for now, but once they have caught their prize and found him wanting, they will look inward and turn your way.”

He’s got a point. Simon had left behind too many hints about his true identity this time. Louis and Euphemia are no fools. They’ll figure it out sooner or later.

Lord Paimon dismissed his worries with a hand. “You’re only afraid because you don’t know what your Class can do. I’m sure you’ll change your mind once we’ve brought you to an acceptable level.”

Now that appealed to Simon. “Will you help me level-up?”

“Yes, of course. A weak Overlord will not inspire men to raise their banners.” Lord Maublanc wistfully stroked his beard. “You will also marry my dear Anna as soon as possible. I have already taken measures to organize the ceremony.”

“Marry Anna?” Simon choked. “But we’ve just been engaged, surely this is premature…”

Maublanc’s expression darkened significantly. “It was your father’s last wish. Most importantly, with the loss of your princedom, you are currently without a powerbase of your own. Marrying my daughter would secure your rightful place in the eyes of nobles and commoners alike.”

Those were empty excuses. His true motive was far simpler: the old fox wanted his daughter sitting on the Crimson Throne next to the new Overlord, and every day Simon spent unmarried increased the chances that he would find someone else.

He wants his grandchild on the throne, one way or another, Simon thought. He won’t give me the choice to hide. He will reveal my Class to the world eventually. It’s just a question of when. 

Still, it wasn’t a bad deal. Simon wasn’t certain about marrying Anna, but it would at least keep her away from Thalas, and Maublanc Paimon was one of the most powerful people in the entire empire. His support could help Simon level-up quicker than ever, especially since it was in his best interests to see his future son-in-law grow in strength. Although he had no interest in being anyone’s puppet, Simon decided to play along this time.

Time was the one thing he had plenty of.



Maublanc spent the rest of the flight grilling Simon about the Overlord Class and his retainers. The lord was familiar with both Leonard and Meredith—the former having served under him during previous imperial campaigns and the latter having a good reputation—so the two were told the truth about the Overlord Class, and while doubtful about Lorimor, Simon was able to persuade him. Anna would be brought into the conspiracy as well, since it would be difficult for Simon to hide something so big from his future wife. Everyone else would be left in the dark.

“Devour Crestone?” Lord Maublanc inquired with curiosity.

“That’s one of the Perks I received when I first got the Overlord Class,” Simon lied. The Anathemic Secrecy Perk thankfully allowed him to obscure his true level and abilities, so he could afford to manipulate the information he shared with his future father-in-law. “I can apparently consume a Crestone and gain one of its Perks, so long as I’ve unlocked it in another Class.”

“Balzam never told me about that one… but yes, it would make sense for you to focus on obtaining an exp or stat-boosting Perk. I will have people looking for both.” Maublanc stroked his beard as he pondered what to do with this revelation. “There are two kinds of stats: base stats, which are your natural stats when you don’t use a Crestone, and stat modifiers, which are the stats you gain from wearing a Class outfit. The more you progress in a Class, the greater the modifiers.”

Simon had noticed as much. He had grown slightly stronger since using the Overlord Class, but those improvements paled compared to the might he wielded when putting the armor on.

“Leveling-up in a Class strengthens your soul and body with mana, or in your case, miasma,” Maublanc explained. “This slightly raises your base stats over time, so you keep some benefits even should you lose your Crestone, though these improvements are nowhere near as consequential as Class modifiers.”

“Does having levels in one Class influence the growth rate of another?”

Lord Maublanc shook his head. “Classes level-up independently alongside their own unique experience track. I was a level fifty-two Warmaster before your father entrusted the Commander Crestone to me, and it didn’t slow down my progress in the slightest.”

So training in other Classes did have another benefit beyond fueling Devour Crestone in that it would slightly raise Simon’s overall base stats. Would those improvements carry on from one reign to another? The Gladiator Perks and levels hadn’t, but he hadn’t thoroughly kept track of his base stats when using that Class.

Lord Maublanc gave him a stern look. “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s not a good idea. Small improvements in base stats aren’t worth the stronger Perks you could obtain by specializing in the Overlord Class… unless you plan to live longer than the elves.”

“I hope I can one day,” Simon mused. The room shook a little, signaling the airship’s descent. “Have we arrived?”

“We have.” Maublanc invited Simon to look through the porthole, which he did. “Welcome to Carcas.”

The capital of the Berwick Islands, Carcas, was also its most recent city. House Magnos’ former seat had taken heavy damage during Father’s unification of the archipelago, and Gargauth personally completed its destruction during the Reformation, so Father saw fit to raise a new castle and city in the northeast. True to its origin as a fortress-city, Castle Carcas was an imposing mass of stone protected by three large ramparts and just as many moats, with the suburbs having grown around it until they reached the seashore. Fifteen thousand people inhabited it nowadays, which was merely a fraction of something like Marthrone, but Carcas had grown wealthy on the fur trade, ivorywork, and whale oil.

The airship landed at the docks near seabound warships and fishing ships alike. The climate was far chillier than Telluria or Marthrone, so much so that Simon had to put on a bearfur coat so as not to shiver. Knights bearing the griffon crest of House Paimon came to greet them and accompanied them to Castle Carcas’ gates.

Anna awaited them on the threshold, alongside Tiella.

“Greetings, Father,” Anna said, dressed in a pretty dress of white mink fur. She smiled at Simon, then gave him a mocking noble bow with an exaggerated tone. “Prince Simon, please let me welcome you to our humble and ghost-infested abode. To celebrate your legitimization, I have taken the liberty of moving you to a room with a king-sized bed; you’ll love it.”

“Princess Anna, what a pleasure it is to meet you,” Simon replied jokingly before taking her hand and lightly kissing it, which clearly amused her. He then turned to Tiella. “And who is this charming creature?”

“Tiella Decarabia, Your Highness,” Tiella replied before giggling when Simon kissed her hand next.

“We’ll work on your manners, Simon,” Anna said with a warm smile. “Seriously, I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you too, Anna,” Simon replied. “Are you back from Telluria already?”

“I never left for it, thanks to you. I won’t lie, I was looking forward to attending the academy this year, but I suppose you will have the rest of your life to make up for it.” She moved to embrace her father next. “Did you have a good trip?”

“Each visit to Marthrone lets me appreciate our home more,” Lord Maublanc complained as he took his daughter into his arms and hugged her warmly. Unlike Balzam, Lord Maublanc never shied away from paternal affection. “I am truly sorry we had to delay your studies. This came as a surprise to us all.”

“It’s fine, Dad,” Anna replied with a chuckle. “We can start our own academy at home. The Berwick Winter School for Faraway Backwater Officers.”

“It would not be a bad idea to create a naval academic center in the islands, especially considering the importance of our new airships,” Lord Maublanc said wistfully. “I will think about it. In the meantime, I trust you to show your fiancé his new accommodations.”

“Of course. I’ll give him a tour of the castle while at it.” Anna chuckled at Simon. “Have I ever told you the Tale of the Bloody Queen’s Ghost?”

“Yes, yes you did, Anna,” Simon replied as he followed her and Tiella inside. Balzam Magnos’ first wife, Eleanor Magnos, had been assassinated by Gargauth’s killers during the Reformation. The castle still suffered from cases of haunting in spite of multiple Priests and Exorcists’ attempts to purify it. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

“Then you won’t mind having her haunted room on the third floor? Because that’s the one Father assigned you.” Anna leaned over to whisper in his ear. “It has a secret trapdoor that leads straight to my own bedchambers, if you feel adventurous.”

Simon chuckled. “Aren’t we supposed to wait until marriage, milady?”

“Rah, you didn’t even blush! You’re no fun, Simon.”

Castle Carcas was mostly made of sturdy black stone and treantwood, with its roof tiled with burnished brass shingles. Simon used to be forced to sleep on the second floor with servants and lesser guests, but his newfound ennoblement as a prince meant he could access the third floor reserved for House Paimon.

His bedchamber was larger than the one he had in Castle Frightwall, with a king-sized bed, a dressing table furnished with a bottle of wine and glasses, a wardrobe, bookshelves, a private bathroom, and a sword and armor rack. The large window offered an incredible view of the port and sea, and true to Anna‘s warning, she showed him a trapdoor near the western corner of the wardrobe.

“It’s going to be awkward with my dad now,” Anna mused after dismissing Tiella and the others, leaving her and Simon alone. She wasted no time opening the wine bottle and serving them a glass each. “He was your honorary uncle and now he’ll be your father-in-law, so… I guess you’ll have to call him Lord Fathuncle or something like that from now on.”

“How are you feeling about that?” Simon asked upon sipping his wine. Berwick’s dry climate forced them to import grapes from abroad, so the quality was significantly worse than what he had tasted in Telluria.

“The fact I won’t attend the academy this year, or the fact we’ll have to fuck?”

Simon scoffed. “Both?”

“Mmm…” Anna looked through the window as she drank. “I won’t lie, I would have preferred to have a choice in the matter of my husband.” She chuckled. “But if I have to marry a prince, better you than Thalas.”

“I see…” Simon felt a little guilty about that. He had engineered this engagement because he didn’t want her to suffer with Thalas, but it had robbed her of her choice. “I’m sorry. There’s still time to break off the engagement.”

“I never said I wanted to break it,” Anna teased him while playing with her glass. “Nonetheless, I am a princess, and a prince ought to go on a quest to earn my hand. Kill a beast, bring her a shiny new crown, that sort of thing…” She winked at Simon. “How about you bring me a dragon’s head for our wedding? Then I’ll give you my eternal love.”

Simon shuddered upon remembering his last encounters with Vouivre and Casval. “That would be a significantly difficult task.”

“Fine, I’ll settle for an ogre or a leprechaun.”

“What I can promise you is that your life will never be boring with me in it.”

“Truly? A very bold claim.” Anna studied him from head to toes. “There’s something different about you, Simon. Why did my father agree to this match again? He looked too happy to marry me to a former bastard, no offense.”

Simon glanced at the door to check if it was locked, then transformed into his Overlord outfit.

Anna dropped her glass in shock, the wine staining the carpet. “No way…” she covered her mouth. “But then that means your father is–”

“Dead,” Simon cut in. “We still don’t know who slew him, or why he transferred his Class over to me. You’ll have to keep this information to yourself until we find his murderer.”

“I… see.” Anna gulped as she studied the Overlord outfit. “I… I would offer my condolences, but we both know your father was an ass.”

Simon snorted. “You have no idea.”

“It looks good on you, though,” Anna said upon touching the armor. “A bit too many spikes for my taste, but not bad, not bad at all…”

“... help…”

Uh?

What was that?

“Help… please…”

The whisper startled Simon, who immediately disabled the Overlord outfit and looked around. “Did you hear that?”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “Hear what?”

“I heard a voice,” Simon insisted, though he could see nothing. “Coming from below, I think.”

“Must have been the Bloody Queen’s ghost,” Anna teased him. “Mayhaps she has already taken a liking to our new Overlord.”

She said that as a joke, but… the voice Simon had heard didn’t belong to a wailing woman’s ghost. It had been deep, sinister, a rattle in a coffin.

Inhuman.
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  He dreamed of his father again.

He was younger, not yet the grey corpse he saw at the beginning of each reign. He was a red lion of a man, the spitting image of Louis’ handsome features merged with Dassein’s bulk. His face was twisted into a snarl of rage as his hands closed around Simon’s throat. He recalled coughing and kicking and scratching, yet his father’s fingers were colder than ice and stronger than steel. They forced Simon onto the bed and choked the life out of him until his own body went stiff, and as his final wisp of life left him, he recalled his father’s lips stretching into a vicious smile.

Then he awoke to find a woman in his room.

Simon only caught a glimpse of her white figure facing the window before she disappeared into the sunlight, a pale ghost long departed. All that remained was unnaturally cold air and the faint smell of regrets.

“Were you trying to speak to me?” Simon wondered out loud. “Or to torment me in my dreams?”

His questions were met with silence, as they were last night. Lord Paimon had Priests and Exorcists double-check the area after he had heard the voice in his head since he arrived. Neither noticed anything wrong besides the haunting, which they insisted was utterly harmless. Ghosts were echoes of the departed, who could do little besides whisper or appear around the place. Anna had grown up with it enough to reassure Simon that the voice was likely just their local poltergeist playing a prank on him, and he had been too tired to argue with her.

Nonetheless, his gut told him there was more to this story. Simon quickly put on the Overlord outfit, and immediately sensed spiritual whispers brushing at the edge of his mind.

“Help… help…”

“Who are you?” Simon was certain the presence didn’t belong to the ghost who had just visited him. “Where are you?”

“The Dark… below…”

The Dark? Was that why Simon could only hear the voice when wearing the Overlord Class outfit? Because of its affinity with miasma? “You mean below the castle?”

“Help… below…”

Simon knew that listening to a phantom voice inside a notoriously haunted castle was probably not his best idea, but he had spent enough time in Duchar’s company to understand the dangers of the Dark. He had to investigate and at least confirm that no harm would come to Anna or his retainers, no matter their insistence this was nothing unusual.

Simon removed his Class outfit when he heard a knock on his door. “What is it?”

“Forgive me for waking you, Your Highness,” Meredith’s voice answered. “The maids have come to dress you for the dawn prayer.”

The dawn prayer? Oh, true, the Church of the Light had its adherents pray for the rising sun to conquer the darkness. One of the few perks of being a bastard meant that Simon didn’t have to attend those ceremonies, but his legitimization had changed that.

I wonder what the priests would say if they knew an Overlord was among their flock, Simon thought when servants came in to dress him, something he had to do himself back in Frightwall. Would they burn me at the stake? 

The Church of the Light had decried the Overlord as the incarnation of darkness and evil—Mardok having massacred their saints and Gargauth regularly oppressed their faith—until Balzam Magnos took over. Having already been married to their living saint, Euphemia, and requiring their political support to maintain his newly won empire, he had come to an agreement with the High Confessor: the state would recognize the Light of Pharis as its official faith in return for legitimacy. Since then, the Church portrayed Balzam’s ‘conversion’ as the proof that darkness always bent to the holy spirit, and the Overlord had at long last submitted to the ‘true faith.’

Of course, Balzam Magnos violated every single tenet of the Light of Pharis and recognized no authority except his own, but the alliance served him and the church well enough that no one called him out on his blatant hypocrisy.

Once the maids had dressed him in a black velvet doublet decorated with the crowned golden manticore of House Magnos, a purple doublet, and gold pants, Simon was escorted out of the room by his retainers. Anna and Tiella were waiting for him outside.

“Did you sleep well?” Anna asked with mirth. “I must say, I am very disappointed that you didn’t try to sneak into my room.”

“Sorry, a ghost visited me and I could not turn her away,” Simon quipped back.

“You would rather enjoy the company of an old ghost than your living fiancée? Shame on you!” Anna boldly took his arm into her own, as if they were already a couple. Simon found it both awkward and endearing. “It is fine if we sleep during the dawn prayer, by the way. You should keep your wits sharp for the audience.”

Simon frowned. “The audience?”

“Father is away this morning, so he entrusted us with petitions and matters of justice.” Anna smiled from ear to ear. “To give us formal experience, he said.”

“He wants us to learn lordcraft and to be seen delivering justice, so the commonfolk and nobles come to see us as authority figures,” Simon guessed. He knew how the game was played.

“My, you catch on quickly. Isn’t there anything more romantic than deciding to hang some thief as a loving couple?” Anna teased him. “I can be the iron hand, and you the velvet glove.”

“Or we can switch it up to keep them guessing,” Simon quipped back as they walked down to the chapel on the first floor. It was far less grandiose than the one in Castle Frightwall, with griffin tapestries in place of the statues Balzam Magnos loved to collect, but its marble altar had a certain charm to it.

The priest—some old man named Father Donell—proceeded to give a sermon as dawnlight filtered through the stained glass window of Saint Pharis, who had promised the Overlord Mardok Endymion that she would return to bring him to justice the day he had her murdered. Simon had heard the holy words a thousand times already and mostly pretended to listen. He noted that most of the people present were either retainers or soldiers, except for two figures at the back: a grey-haired nobleman in his fifties or so, wearing a rich mantle embroiled with gold and rings glittering on his fingers; and a taller, black-haired man in his forties wearing armor, with a square jaw and a fearsome scowl.

“The tall one is Count Landar Ipsos, and the old one is Marquis Ronlaw Naberius,” Anna whispered into Simon’s ear. “They’re my father’s bannermen and constantly at each other’s throats. I’m sure we’ll have to play peacemaker with them after the sermon.”

“I’m already looking forward to it,” Simon replied with the driest, most unenthusiastic tone he could muster.

Once the sermon was done, they moved to the castle’s throne room on the third floor. While it paled in comparison to Castle Frightwall’s, it still remained an imposing hall with hanging tapestries of griffins, a huge fireplace, and an iron throne draped in golden silk and velvet cushions. An expensive chair was placed next to it. Simon moved to sit there when Anna pulled him back.

“What are you doing?” Anna asked with a laugh. “You’re the prince, you sit on the throne.”

“What?” Simon choked. “That’s your father’s seat!”

“He gave you permission to represent him, remember? Besides, Your Highness Simon Magnos is a gallant prince now. You technically outrank him.”

Simon stared at the throne uneasily for a moment before he dared sit on it. It immediately felt wrong to do so, almost uncomfortable, even though his own father used to rule from it a long time ago. It took him a moment to realize why.

It was too small for him.

There was only one throne worthy of the Overlord Class, and its spirit made its displeasure known to Simon. He could feel its distaste at having to hide its true identity when called upon to rule, mixed with its eagerness to judge others and enforce its authority.

I wonder if I would gain experience from sitting on the Crimson Throne, Simon thought as Lorimor ascended the dais to stand at his right. As a Scholar, he was well-learned about imperial law and thus could provide advice on matters of justice. Three cases had been put forward today and would be judged according to their severity.

The castle seneschal and an individual wearing the armored outfit of the Inquisitor Class brought a man forward. The Inquisitor waved his hand and caused a luminescent, mouth-shaped rune to appear on the floor, then forced the defendant to stand on top of it.

“That is an Inquisitor-made Rune of Confession,” Anna explained to Simon. “It can detect lies and punish them.”

“Unless they possess defenses against divination,” Simon pointed out. Almost no one used it in litigation involving nobles because everyone with deep enough pockets could easily buy an item to shield themselves against it.

“True, but most defendants don’t have the means to buy themselves that luxury. I swear you’ll find it very useful.” Anna smiled at the defendants and accusers alike with regal dignity. She clearly took her role of Lady of Carcas to heart. “Court is now in session.”

“On behalf of the army, I submit that cadet Ramsay, here present, was found looting the corpses of his fellow soldiers who died fighting bandits,” said the castle’s seneschal. “Fellow soldiers caught him reselling stolen goods, and he confessed his crime when confronted.”

“Is that true?” Anna asked Ramsay without skipping a beat. Simon could tell she had much experience delivering judgment in her father’s stead. “You looted your fellow soldiers?”

“I won’t lie, Your Highness, but there was no victim,” the defendant said. “Why would the dead need trinkets? We, the living, need everything the dead can’t use. Besides, I wasn’t keeping the money all for myself. I gave a few coins to my comrades.”

The seneschal scoffed. “As bribes, no doubt.”

“The rune didn’t trigger, though,” Anna noted. “I believe the punishment for looting corpses is flogging, right? Seems pretty clear-cut to me. I don’t think he deserves worse.”

Simon hesitated. He had spent enough time in the capital’s court to develop a certain instinct when it came to liars. Something about this Ramsay bothered him.

“Were they all dead?” Simon inquired.

Cadet Ramsay looked up. “Your Highness?”

“The people you robbed. Were they all dead when you stole their belongings?”

The question took Cadet Ramsay aback. “Y-yes, of cour–”

The rune at his feet lit and zapped with an electric shock, startling everyone present. Simon scowled in distaste as he put two and two together.

“Alive then,” Simon said. “Which means you stole goods from one or more of your fellow soldiers before they expired rather than bring them to a healer.”

“You left someone to die?” Anna asked the cadet, her horror giving way to outrage.

“He was barely breathing!” The man defended himself. “There was so much blood, I’m sure not even a healer could have saved him–”

The mark zapped him again, which only deepened Simon’s disgust. He turned to Lorimor. “What’s the punishment for leaving a fellow soldier to his death?”

“Death by beheading, usually by other soldiers so they can level-up.” Lorimor cleared his throat. “I will remind Your Magnanimous Highness that death sentences can always be commuted into slavery ones.”

“We operate salt mines north of the Berwick Islands,” Anna added, her gaze steely and harsh. “Conditions there are so terrible that we struggle to hire miners. It will make him wish for death.”

“You’re harsher than I would have expected,” Simon commented. Anna was always such a carefree soul, so it took him aback to approach matters with such sternness.

“His actions killed another human being–a comrade even–for the sake of greed,” Anna replied, showing a side of her Simon had yet to see before. “He’s lucky to keep his head. If anything, the mines would be exceedingly generous.”

“My lady has spoken,” Simon said as he raised his voice. “Cadet Ramsay, death is a mercy I shall deny you. You are condemned to hard labor in the salt mines as a slave until you reimburse twenty times the value of the goods you’ve stolen.”

Guards dragged away a screaming Cadet Ramsey out of the room, then brought in the newest accused before them. This one was a middle-aged woman, likely a commoner from the look of her clothes, and Simon didn’t fail to notice her black eye.

“This is a religious case, Your Highness,” the Inquisitor said. “This woman, Isanne of Balmosa, stands accused of faking her conversion to the Light and persisting in the sin of idolatry by worshiping the Green Mother.”

“The Green Mother?” Simon asked. “Is that a dryad or an eidolon?”

“A dryad bound to the islands’ manatree,” Anna confirmed. “Her faith is still popular in forest villages and backwater communities, but you know… all non-Light religions are outlawed nowadays.”

“We have already secured a written confession,” the Inquisitor said. “All we require is your written approval to burn her at the stake.”

Worship of the dryads and their manatrees was one of the oldest faiths in the world, alongside that of the eidolons, and was still popular in lands beyond the empire. Nonetheless, the Light of Pharis had slowly caused them to fade into insignificance over centuries inside imperial territories.

Simon recalled that while the Church’s Inquisitors were allowed to prosecute, capture, detain, and interrogate heretics, Balzam Magnos wisely denied them the right to issue and apply sentences. That power remained firmly in the hands of the state.

“Is this true, Isanne? Did you truly fake your conversion?” Simon questioned the woman. He was wary of taking the Inquisitor’s words at face value, considering her bruises.

The woman held her head high. “It is true, Your Highness. I went to the church and professed words I didn’t believe in so I could continue to live in my community.”

“You are taking this with too much nonchalance,” Anna said with a hint of genuine concern. “Don’t you realize your life is on the line?”

“Death is nothing, Your Highness,” Isanne replied with such calmness that Simon almost found it eerie. “My soul shall rejoin the Green Mother and reincarnate in time. She will see that her righteous children shall enjoy better lives than this one.”

“You dare blaspheme in a prince’s presence, wench?!” the Inquisitor snapped at her. “The Light alone oversees the cycle of rebirth!”

Isanne clenched her jaw. “Your Light is a lie, and the fact that you priests weren’t punished for kissing the Overlord’s feet proves it!”

“Enough of your prattle!” The Inquisitor said before facing Simon and Anna. “Do you hear this, Your Highness? She is unrepentant! To insult the Light is to spit on both the Church and the state!”

Simon noted that the Rune of Confession didn’t zap either of them. He guessed that the spell didn’t punish what the targets believed to be the truth. He turned to Anna to whisper in her ear. “Executing someone for a mere belief doesn’t sit well with me, but she’s not making things easy for us.”

“There’s more,” Anna replied, scowling. “The Green Mother’s cult has caused my dad some issues in recent years. They’ve kidnapped priests and are suspected of having murdered inquisitors.”

Gee, I wonder why, Simon thought before giving the accused one last chance. “Are you willing to forsake the Green Mother in exchange for your life?”

“No,” Isanne replied without hesitation. The rune didn’t so much as blink.

Simon exchanged a glance with Anna, who seemed to share his resignation. They could have argued for mercy had Isanne gone along with them, but she would rather die than betray her beliefs. The Church of the Light would not tolerate her acquittal, especially if her group had offended holy men.

“A pity,” Simon decided. “We have no choice but to surrender you to the Church’s justice then.”

Isanne didn’t resist when the Inquisitor took her, though she did utter a few parting words. “I’m not afraid of death, Your Highness. Are you?”

Simon scoffed at the implied threat. “Believe me, you know nothing of death.”

The third and final case was that of Count Landar Ipsos and Marquis Ronlaw Naberius, who both thanked Simon and Anna for overseeing their dispute. This one was a bit complicated, so the seneschal reviewed the matter first.

Count Ipsos’ family had apparent purview over a bridge to the south, until they had the misfortune of fighting against Balzam Magnos’ takeover of the islands. Although they bent the knee, he punished the Ipsos family by granting the bridge and all of its toll rights to a knight married to a daughter of Marquis Naberius. Both of them died of a plague last year, alongside their only son.

“So there’s no clear heir for the bridge and its toll rights?” Simon inquired.

“There is one, me,” Count Ipsos argued. “My father owned that bridge.”

“A traitor punished for his foolishness,” Marquis Naberius replied. “It was Your Highness’ father's intent to teach a lesson to those who wouldn’t see which way the wind was turning, and my good daughter wanted her rights to revert to House Naberius. She said as much in her will.”

Count Ipsos grunted in disdain. “That is not how it works, Ronlaw, and you know it. When a noble line perishes without heirs, its fief reverts to its overlord.”

“Which your family hasn’t been in thirty years,” the Marquis countered. “My son-in-law answered to House Paimon, who I’m sure will rule justly on the matter.”

“What does succession law say on the matter?” Anna asked Lorimor.

“By law, the bridge has indeed reverted to House Paimon,” Lorimor replied while reviewing documents. “House Ipsos built the bridge and administered it for a century until their expropriation, so they do have the stronger claim… but the deceased lady of House Naberius indeed asked that her father inherit her possessions should she perish with no heir.”

In short, there was no clear-cut solution to the problem. Simon could see the obvious trap: that awarding the bridge to any of these nobles would alienate the other.

“We can’t exactly cut the bridge in half,” Anna whispered in his ear. “We could split the revenues, but they’ll never agree on the share.”

Simon pondered the matter a moment, before coming up with a compromise. “How about this?” he asked, leaning in to better whisper in her ear. “We give possession of the bridge to one, and a share of the income to the other until he dies.”

Anna listened to his proposal with a smile on her face. “That could work. Neither of them will be entirely happy, but they will have no cause to complain.”

“Isn’t that the essence of all compromise?” Simon cleared his throat and then turned back to the nobles. “Very well. By law, House Ipsos possesses the stronger claim to the bridge. Though my father dispossessed your father, Count Ipsos, a son should not inherit the crimes of his sire.” And Simon said that from experience. “Ownership of the bridge shall revert to your house.”

“However, since Marquis Naberius’ daughter wished for her father to inherit her wealth, all income from the bridge’s toll shall go to House Naberius until its current head’s death,” Anna said. “House Paimon shall review the finances involved to ensure all payments are delivered on time and that neither party shall have cause to complain.”

Count Ipsos and Marquis Naberius both scowled in near-perfect synchronicity, yet they showed no true outrage. The compromise didn’t entirely satisfy them, but they could each walk away pretending they had won something out of the arrangement, and they would have no other choice but to behave.

Such was the essence of power.

Simon immediately sensed a rush of experience, followed by the most wonderful sight in the world: that of a new level and ability.


Level 16 Overlord Perk: Anathemic Secrecy II (Active): You can create a set of false stats. Should someone attempt to read your stats with a divination spell, item, or use a similar ability, they will see those stats in place of your real ones. 



Oh. Oh! Why couldn’t he unlock this earlier?! This was perfect, wonderful even! This changed everything!

Both nobles bowed, thanked House Paimon and House Magnons for listening to their plea, and then left. Anna watched them depart and then grinned at Simon. “You’ve leveled-up, too?”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Too?”

“I’ve a Lord Class, so I gain experience by doing lordly things.” Anna chuckled. “Why do you think Dad puts us up to this?”

“You did well too,” Simon complimented her. “A true princess.”

“I was born for this… and it is nice being listened to.” Anna stretched her arms. “Anyway, now is time for breakfast, then we can go on a promenade for the afternoon.”

“I would like to check something first.” Simon needed to be sure. “Can you show me the castle’s basement?”



Like any fortress worth its salt, Castle Carcas had its own dungeons on its lowest floor.

Simon had never visited them on his previous visits, since the basement was only ever used for three things: keeping dangerous prisoners contained until their judgment day, storing House Paimon’s treasury, and serving as a mausoleum. Relatives of House Magnos and House Paimon alike rested in those crypts.

“This floor looks older than the rest of the palace,” Simon noted as he studied the walls with a lantern, while Leonard and Meredith checked the rest of the room, just in case. Simon wouldn’t put it past his father to have left a magical trap of some kind.

“Because it is,” Anna replied. “I think your dad reused stones from some old shrine when he built the castle.”

That part bothered Simon. “A shrine to what?”

“Who knows? Who cares?”

I do, Simon thought. He clearly recalled the voice’s call. “Below.”

Simon glanced around to make sure that the only people present already knew of his Overlord Class, then summoned its outfit. He immediately sensed the sinister presence nearby.

“If I may ask, Your Majesty, what are we looking for?” Leonard asked.

“I’m not sure myself,” Simon replied as he walked into a corridor and reached a dark, damp chamber. A huge limestone and basalt sarcophagus rested along the northern wall, its lid carved into the shape of a woman whom Simon immediately recognized as the late Eleanor Magnos.

“Close…” said the frightful voice, its words clearer. “Help…”

Simon checked the room alongside his allies without finding any hint of a secret passage, hidden vault, or other contraption of any sort. After a few minutes, only one spot remained untouched, with Simon’s suspicions worsening with each passing second.

“Open the sarcophagus,” he ordered.

Anna blinked. “Are you serious?”

“Your Majesty,” Meredith said, clearing her throat. “It is forbidden by sacred law to dishonor a corpse after it has been sealed in its tomb by a clergy of the Pharis faith.”

“And this sarcophagus belongs to Emperor Magnos’ former wife,” Leonard added uneasily. “Your late stepmother.”

“Open it,” Simon insisted. If his suspicions were correct, then the Light was the last of their worries. “I’ll take full responsibility.”

Leonard and Meredith exchanged an uneasy glance before complying with the order. They tried to push the lid with their bare hands, then both transformed into their Class outfits when they failed.

“If the ghost comes out, Simon, I’ll scream and leave you to your fate,” Anna warned him. “We haven’t said ‘till death do us part’ yet, so I have no obligations.”

“I'd better marry you soon, then,” Simon replied as he watched his retainers’ struggle. “Can’t open it?”

“I sense a magical lock of some kind,” Meredith replied. “We could use force to break it open, but…”

Simon squinted at the sarcophagus, then moved to touch it with his hand. It was warm to the touch, far too warm for cold and ancient stones. Runic symbols immediately glowed on its surface and caused a screeching noise to echo across the crypt. The lid began to move on its own without Simon having to push it, revealing its contents.

There was no sign of Eleanor Magnos’ corpse; only a staircase leading deep into the darkness below.

“What is this?” Anna muttered in disbelief, her hand moving to cover her mouth. “Where… where’s the body?”

Simon recognized the faint stench of miasma coming out of these shadowy depths. He had already breathed a similar air not too long ago in Telluria.

There was a Dungeon beneath Castle Carcas.
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Lord Maublanc Paimon didn’t hide his surprise once they reported their discovery to him. “You have found a stairway into the Poison Gardens inside Eleanor’s sarcophagus?”

“The Poison Gardens? Is that what that dreary place is called, Dad?” Anna put her fists on her waist and gave her own father ‘the look.’ “You knew about this?”

“I knew there was a Dungeon beneath Castle Carcas. It is half the reason we built this castle here, besides its access to the sea.” Lord Paimon crossed his arms. “However, Balzam walled off all entrances when he became Overlord. I wasn’t aware he had left any way in.”

“Why raise a castle atop a Dungeon?” Simon inquired. That sounded like insanity to him. It didn’t end well for the Kish Empire, after all.

“We chose this place for a few reasons. First of all, it bolstered our defenses. Sappers trying to tunnel their way in would find monsters waiting for them; and should the fortress’ fall become inevitable, then we could have opened the Dungeon’s gates and unleashed the Abyss upon our attackers. Second, it gave our soldiers an easy way to train and level-up.” Lord Paimon shook his head. “To leave a secret entrance in his own wife’s tomb without informing me… what was Balzam thinking?”

“At least the lock seems solid enough,” Simon said. He had put the lid back on after the discovery to prevent any accidents. The sarcophagus’ magical lock had immediately stopped the flow of miasma coming from below when reapplied.

The voice still continued to whisper in his mind whenever he put the Overlord outfit on though, something which Lord Paimon quickly picked up on.

“It is a faulty lock that lets whatever lurks inside contact you anyway,” he said. “Either the seal has weakened over time, or the force beneath our feet is powerful enough to whisper through it anyway.”

“Neither would be good news,” Anna said, a scowl of concern on her face.

“We could not find Lady Eleanor’s body anywhere we looked,” Leonard added. “I would wager this is the reason why her ghost continues to linger in this world.”

“Her resting place was desecrated,” Meredith said, her voice dripping with disgust. “We should find her bones and bury her properly.”

“Circumstances would suggest her remains were placed within the Dungeon, but Balzam might have placed them elsewhere.” Lord Paimon turned to Simon. “This may be a blessing in disguise, my future son-in-law. I had intended to send you to confront the Green Mother’s cult out in the wilderness, but we now have another hunting ground closer to home.”

The same thought had crossed Simon’s mind. Besides his desire to investigate the source of the voice, the Dungeon beneath the castle would be the only place where he could fight with the Overlord armor on without risking exposure.

Anna didn’t share his enthusiasm, however. “You want to send my fiancé to fight his way through some dreary ruin? Do you want me widowed before we even seal the deal?”

“He has powerful retainers, and we already cleared the Dungeon’s upper levels of its most dangerous inhabitants long ago,” Lord Paimon replied. “Besides, the threat of the monsters below will pale compared to that of Louis or Euphemia.”

Or Vouivre. Simon starkly recalled how she had crushed Thalas in Telluria, and Leonard had insisted she wouldn’t survive long against the elites of House Magnos. He’s right, I cannot cower from danger.

“What do you know of this Dungeon, Un—Lord Paimon?” Simon ignored his fiancée’s chuckle at his hesitation. “What foes can we expect there?”

“You actually want to go inside?” Anna raised an eyebrow. “You have grown more confident.”

“The Poison Gardens used to be a temple to some forgotten water deity, so you may face serpents, slimes, maybe insects,” his father-in-law replied. “I do not recall fighting anything stronger than a level 30 or so in the upper floors. You and your retainers should have no trouble there.”

“Then there’s no time like the present,” Simon decided. No reason to waste a free afternoon. “Our promenade will have to wait, Anna.”

“You already plan to abandon me, Simon?” Anna scoffed. “You won’t get rid of me so easily.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “You wish to come along?”

“Are you certain?” her father asked, though he didn’t sound too concerned.

“It is not the promenade I had in mind, but since my father makes it sound so easy…” Anna put on her Class outfit, her armor and sword of mana, appearing on her. “Besides, I am a level 37 Lord. I can handle myself.”

Simon smiled, but in his heart, he was torn with annoyance.

Even his fiancée was stronger than he was!



The Poison Gardens didn’t live up to their name.

Simon’s group spent the afternoon clearing the upper floors, an expedition during which they faced neither the threat of poison nor plants. The Dungeon instead turned out to be a maze of waterways and passages infested with foul white slimes, dire octopi, bats, toads the size of dogs, bloated undead corpses, and even one water elemental that Meredith had swiftly dispatched with a Thunder Spear spell.

Simon’s team proved to have surprising synergy. He and Leonard took the vanguard, with Simon’s Dreadful Aura scaring off most weaker monsters—when they didn’t outright submit to him due to Unquestionable Ruler—and Leonard easily intercepting those that didn’t flee. Meredith supported from the rear with long-distance spells or the occasional spear throw, while Anna’s Lord Class provided passive bonuses that buffed their party. Even Lorimor, while useless in battle, proved useful by mapping out the twisting passageways.

Simon could tell he received less experience from direct combat when fighting with a group rather than on his own, but the flow eventually culminated in a level-up after he smashed his hundredth giant toad’s face into the ground, and a second after they destroyed the elemental.


Level 17 Overlord Perk: Lord of the Demon Castle II (Passive): You can suppress all Prayer or Holy effects produced by creatures of a lower level than you within Frightwall.

Level 18 Overlord Perk: Deathmastery II (Active): You may cause any corpse you touch to rise as a mindless undead under your control. 



The former was a relatively niche perk. Many of the Overlord’s abilities revolved around its castle or fighting on its home turf. Simon wondered if he would have an easier time gaining levels by managing a Dungeon rather than ruling one. The second perk would probably interest Duchar, but he didn’t see a way to test it out outside of the Dungeon without bringing every Inquisitor in the realm knocking on his door.

Lord Paimon was thankfully right; the upper floors’ occupants were nothing to write home about, and finding their way through the passageways proved a bigger hurdle than clearing them of monsters.

The rooms and hallways they encountered were mostly made of marble and supported by cracked, ornate columns showing carvings of scorpions, the sea, and the moon, with the occasional fountain here and there. Many spots had collapsed over time, and progressing past some flooded waterways required opening or closing sluice gates. Simon had Lorimor map everything and take records of the carvings in case they included a clue about what they could find in the lower levels, then called it a day by evening.

Unfortunately, Simon faced some frustration elsewhere. Duchar had patently refused to assist him in any way in spite of his telepathic messages so long as he didn’t meet with the new Overlord face-to-face. It didn’t matter that Simon presented him with intel on him, Cassandra, and the Archive; the old man was too wary of violating Balzam Magnos’ orders to believe a voice on a telepathic line, even one created by the Brand of Sloth. Perhaps he feared someone could magically impersonate the Overlord this way.

Simon had no idea how long it would take to get Duchar to come around, but he vaguely recalled that his father’s maps marked a demonbarrow’s location somewhere in the Berwick Islands. The presence of a Dungeon right beneath Castle Carcas was too much of a coincidence.

The voice calling out to Simon had to be a Zodiac miasma crystal like the one he encountered in Telluria.

Was Father trying to take it before he died? Simon wondered after returning to his room. That would explain why he had set this all up beforehand. No, things don’t add up. He hasn’t visited the Berwick Islands in years.

His father must have had a plan for the demonbarrows, or else he wouldn’t have been looking for them so fervently. Some of the empire’s recent conquests coincidentally covered areas housing them, so some of Endymion’s most recent invasions might have been motivated by the need to secure these crystals.

All these pieces of the puzzle had to fit somehow, yet Simon couldn’t begin to tell how for the moment. He had the feeling that the Poison Gardens might hold the solution, and he needed to ensure the miasma crystal there wouldn’t cause a catastrophe like how it corrupted Eole in the previous reign.

Now that he was alone in his bedroom with the night ahead of him, Simon wondered what to do. He wasn’t tired in the slightest, and he was done practicing his spells for the day. His gaze lingered on the wardrobe and its secret passage. Knowing Anna, she was likely waiting behind it, ready to laugh if he dared to visit her…

I guess I could take a look and see if it does lead to her room, or if she was joking, Simon mused as he touched the wardrobe and opened the secret door Anna had shown him earlier. It easily slid open to reveal a passage into the wall hardly large enough for one person to fit through. It is at least more welcoming than the Gardens below. 

Simon squeezed through the passage and quickly noticed faint light at the tunnel’s end. Was the other side open? It didn’t take him long to confirm it and walk into an enormous, regal bedroom paneled with darkwood planks and decorated with hanging silk, a desk with a stuffed armchair, a wardrobe thrice bigger than his own, and other luxuries. A canopy, king-sized bed throned in the moonlight shining through stained glass windows.

A woman rested atop the bed, naked as the day she was born and smiling shyly at him.

“Welcome, Your Highness,” Tiella giggled on the bed. “Surprised?”

“See, Tiella?” Anna’s voice said from behind Simon, her words swiftly followed by the sound of the secret door closing. “I told you he wouldn’t last the week.”

Simon turned to find Anna smiling at him, her clothes in a freshly discarded pile on the side of the room, and with only a ribbon in her hair. Simon knew she owned his soul the moment he saw her like this, saw her breasts, her curves, the freckles on her pale skin…

“Yes, Simon, this was a trap,” she said, her arms moving around Simon’s neck before he could react. “I’m afraid your escape route has been cut off.”

“A pincer attack?” Simon mused, his hands instinctively moving to seize Anna’s waist. “You are truly the Commander’s daughter.”

“You don’t spend time with a tactician of my father’s caliber without learning a few things.”

As I’m sure you planned for a while, Simon thought. It looked way too much like that setup at the academy to be a coincidence. “Can I expect reinforcements to keep Tiella company?”

“We toyed with the idea, but decided against it,” Anna replied. “Between us, we had planned for Tiella to have some fun at the academy. You know, invite two boys—probably you being one of them—and let her pick the one she wanted while I would take the other so she wouldn’t feel alone.”

Simon knew it. That ‘study session’ had been always been a sham from the start! “And since she’s trapped on the Berwick Islands with you, she can’t attend this year.”

“Exactly, you and I owe her,” Anna said mirthfully. “Tiella doesn’t want to wait any longer, but she has been my handmaiden for a very long time. She knows everyone here. It would be awfully awkward if we invited some stableboy to join in, and I insisted that her first time be–”

“Princely?” Simon guessed.

“Special,” Anna replied with a laugh. “Cocky, aren’t we?”

“I’m sorry,” Tiella apologized, her cheeks bright red. “I… I can leave if it’s too much…”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to turn her away?” Anna asked Simon as she leaned forward to press her lips against his own. “Or complain?”

No. No, he wouldn’t.

He was fine fighting this battle on his own.



What followed was probably the best night of Simon’s many lives.

He had never been in a threesome before, especially not with Anna of all people. Though he had already slept with Tiella once–albeit when she had a few more drinks–having another person along turned it into a wholly different experience. Tiella still cried and proved clumsy to the end, but Anna clearly had many other men before Simon. She took the lead and swept him off his feet until he struggled to follow her lead, biting his tongue when her nails sank in his back, submitting when she pushed him down so she could better ride him… he forgot all about their childhood, their friendship, Casval, the Zodiac Fiends, and everything until she was the only thing occupying his mind. She had cast a spell upon him, and it was only when they were done that he managed to lift it.

When they at last finished, Simon found himself in the middle of the bed, sighing and breathing while Tiella gently played with his hair. Anna stood by the bedside, pouring herself a cup of wine.

“Before you say it… yes, I know I am amazing,” Anna boasted as she returned to the bed with her cup in hand. “But please don’t be afraid to remind me every so often.”

“It was amazing,” Simon confirmed upon gathering his breath. Would he feel so exhausted each night from now on? “Were you pleased too, Tiella? I hope you enjoyed yourself.”

“I did,” she replied shyly.

“We could do it again,” Anna said while sipping her drink. “Tiella will have to marry soon too, so we should enjoy ourselves while we are both free spirits.”

“Well then, I hope you’ll marry late,” Simon said, which caused both women to chuckle.

“Go on, enjoy your freedom while it lasts, because it’ll end after the wedding,” Anna joked. “I’m serious. If I find another woman in your bed after our honeymoon, I’ll have her hanged from a tree.”

Was it wrong to say that Simon found her possessiveness alluring? “Even Tiella?”

“Even Tiella.” Anna gave her handmaiden an amused look. “I’m sorry. I love you, and I’ll weep and pay for the tombstone, but I’ll still do it. I don’t share my husband. Vows are vows.”

“It’s okay, I understand,” Tiella replied with a strange air of resignation. “I was supposed to meet my own fiancé soon after the academy. I hoped I would have a summer fling or have knights fight for my hand, like in novels…”

“You’re already engaged?” Simon asked. She never mentioned that at the academy.

“To Duke Flauros’ son,” Tiella lamented with a sigh. “I’ve heard he’s made of ice.”

“You haven’t been legitimized long enough to understand that being a noble means your parents will decide half of your life for you, Simon,” Anna said with a hint of sorrow. “That was what I envied about you when you were still a bastard. That freedom.”

Simon wasn’t sure what to say. He had never given thought to these questions because Anna was right: no one cared about marrying him off back when he remained a mere bastard, a rare luxury in this world. He was never part of the aristocracy, even if he had been born among them.

In Tiella’s case, tonight was one of the few moments when she would be able to have a degree of freedom in her life without someone watching over her shoulder. No wonder Anna felt guilty about preventing her from attending the academy.

“Well…” Simon took Anna’s hand into his own. “I swear you will have no cause to regret this marriage, Anna. I’ll make you happy.”

Anna gave him a bashful smile. “You’re sweet, Simon. I’ll hold you to that promise.”

“You can count on it?” Simon kissed her on the lips. “If any other man makes you doubt, tell me and I’ll kill him myself.”

“Glad to know our vows will go both ways.” Anna licked her lips. “How does it feel to have scandalously made love to your honorary cousin before marriage, Simon?”

“You can’t make this weird, Anna,” Simon teased her back. “I’m used to it.”

“Is that so?” She took it as a challenge. “Then you won’t take it the wrong way if I call you ‘little brother’ the next time you kiss me? I’ll allow you to call me Lauriane if you want to play very dirty.”

The proposal was so outrageous that Simon couldn’t help but blush, which led to Anna laughing in his face and Tiella covering her mouth.

“That reminds me, Simon…” Anna’s expression became serious. “Dad set the wedding date for the vernal equinox, to inaugurate the new year.”

“So in three months?” Simon asked. That was plenty of time to prepare.

“Yes.” She met his gaze. “He will have to invite your side of the family.”

Simon scowled in annoyance, though that didn’t surprise him. Not inviting House Magnos to the wedding of one of their own would be taken for an insult, not to mention suspicious. Maublanc likely intended to lie low and hide his ambitions until the time was right to strike. Moreover, Simon’s improved Anathemic Secrecy should help him hide his true strength easily enough.

Still, he hoped the likes of Thalas would snub the wedding. With luck, his mother Euphemia would have him stay at the academy.

“Anyway, let’s enjoy the bachelor life while we can,” Anna said while crawling closer to her fiancé. “You’ll have to return to your bedroom before the maids can catch us, but we still have time…”

This could be my life, Simon thought as he kissed his fiancée. Ruling the Berwick Islands, living the noble life, waking up next to Anna against my chest… maybe having children with her one day. 

He hoped they would have a very long life ahead of them.













  

    
        Chapter 27: Lord of the Berwick Islands (5)

    
    
    
    
  Things settled into a happy routine for most of his first month in the Berwick Islands.

After the dawn prayer, Simon would spend his mornings either holding court with Anna—and sometimes her father—listening to grievances and arbitrating them, or training with his retainers. He would then eat with visiting dignitaries from around the Berwick Islands until he had been introduced to every noble, merchant, clergyman, or landowner of note in the region. It was all the easier to settle in as an authority figure since Lord Paimon regularly visited the capital to keep tabs on Louis and Euphemia, sometimes for very long periods.

His afternoons usually alternated between social activities required of his position—namely, lots and lots of hunting with other local nobles or the occasional administrative visit—and training. When Lord Paimon was home, he mostly tutored his future son-in-law on imperial administration and military tactics in preparation for the inevitable civil war, and when he wasn’t, Simon would explore the Poison Gardens with his allies. He would have preferred to focus on that first and foremost, but Lord Paimon had convinced him otherwise.

“The Overlord is first and foremost a ruler-type Class,” Lord Paimon had told him. “These hunts and visits might seem like a waste of time to you, but I assure you they’ll pay for themselves eventually. Moreover, repeating the same task has diminishing returns. In the absence of occasions for grand exploits, steady variety is your best path to leveling up.”

He turned out to be right. Simon’s group had mapped most of the Dungeon’s upper floors, and though they found no treasures, they did clear them out of monsters until he finally hit level nineteen. One of these noble hunts let him reach level twenty two weeks later.


Level 19 Overlord Perk: Unyielding Essence II (Passive): You are Immune to Poison, Energy-draining effects, and Disease; though you may still carry and spread the latter, you simply show no symptoms.

Level 20 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage II (Passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier II, but only those fueled by miasma.



Finally, no more poisonings. He had found it weird that he could grant others an immunity to that ailment before unlocking it himself.

As for his evenings, Simon always spent them with Anna. Sometimes they would read books, play board games, or just drink. They always ended up in bed one way or another, with Tiella occasionally joining in.

The couple only really kept separate bedrooms so as not to offend the Church of the Light, but Simon could tell their relationship was an open secret from the way he caught the maids giggling at them in the hallways, or the fact that the castle’s pharmacist regularly supplied Anna with contraceptives. She had joked that Simon would have 'put a bun in the oven' by now without them, and she was probably right.

He had never been in a long-term relationship before, nor so… so happy, so content. Simon thought he would have been happy becoming an adventurer and reveling in a life away from court, but that was because he had never enjoyed the perks of the lifestyle, nor the domesticity of having a woman like Anna in his life. The dates on when Vouivre or Casval had slain him in earlier reigns flew by without a fuss. He had cheated death for the time being.

Of course, not everything was going well. Duchar still refused to help without a personal meeting; the newspaper confirmed both the Treasurer Malphas’ and his daughter's demise; and Telluria faced beastmen and scalefolks' revolts. It seemed that Vouivre was set on causing trouble in the region even without the miasma crystal.

It was when Lord Paimon returned from his latest trip to the capital that Simon realized the respite wouldn’t last much longer.

“The cracks are showing,” he told Simon and Anna. “I don’t think we’ll be able to keep Balzam’s death from the world much longer. Shabram’s spies confirmed that the elves of Illusea somehow learned of it and reported the news to their allies in Lore, Muse, and Valne.”

The elven empire of Illusea—the very first and oldest nation in the world—had been Endymion’s main geopolitical threat since its inception and the only other rival superpower. Blessed with the Worldtree’s mana and the wisdom of its immortal population, it had developed the most advanced spells and technology in all of creation. The elves would likely have taken over the world by now if not for their reliance on their homeland’s mana to support their longevity, which bound them to their borders and limited their ability to project force beyond them.

Illusea had nonetheless cultivated a large network of allies and spies across the world, and their leader bore the Oracle Noble Crestone. It didn’t surprise Simon that they would have moles in Castle Frightwall capable of reporting the truth to them.

“All news and information in the empire is centralized and under Imperial Intelligence, so we can suppress the truth within our borders easily enough,” Lord Paimon said. “But people talk, and foreign nations will seek to exploit the situation. The truth will become painfully obvious once a crisis hits us and no Overlord appears to guide us to victory.”

“What of Casval?” Anna asked, with Simon keeping his mouth shut. “Have they caught him yet?”

“Louis lost track of him in Telluria, which is shaken by revolts,” her father replied. “He’s likely dead.”

Eaten by his sister, Simon thought. At least Eole appeared to have wisely taken his advice and avoided returning to Telluria, which removed one source of headaches.

“Have you found any Crestone I could use?” he asked his future father-in-law.

Lord Paimon’s uneasy scowl was an answer in itself. “Louis remains Marshal of the empire, so reassigning Crestones obtained by the army falls under his purview. He placed his men in charge of the supply, and my agents could not gain access to them.”

“And he won’t grant us access to one unless we support his claim,” Anna guessed.

Lord Paimon nodded grimly. “I might be able to find one on the black market, but that will take time and money. Patriate Malphas’ sudden demise threw the empire’s finances into chaos on top of it.”

“Who killed him?” Simon inquired. That part had remained a mystery in his previous reigns.

“We’re still not sure, but if I had to guess, it was probably Euphemia. The fool Patriate was always a fence-sitter, and while he supported the Church Party’s policies, he had grown closer to Louis recently. Euphemia probably had him killed before he could jump ship.” Lord Paimon crossed his arms. “Patriate’s death worries me less than Firewand’s disappearance.”

That caught Simon’s full attention. “Firewand is gone?”

“She vanished from Frightwall around the time of Patriate’s assassination,” Lord Paimon confirmed. “No one knows where she went, and she’s too strong for divination to track her down. I’m not sure if these two events are connected.”

They could be, Simon thought. Vouivre wasn’t able to meet Firewand in the past reign, and yet Patriate still died, so she can’t be behind it… could someone else know how to circumvent the slave crest? I should have tested its limits when I had the chance.

“We have more pressing matters to deal with,” Lord Paimon said. “Louis and Lauriane are securing their control over imperial legions while Dassein is busy with the Tellurian beastmen. On the other side, Thalas is aggressively recruiting allies among the military academy’s nobility, and his sister Norbelle is set to marry the crown-prince of Cocagne. Euphemia can also count on High Confessor Mastemo’s support, including his Inquisitors and Templars.”

“In short, everyone is building up their forces until the other side fires the first shot,” Anna guessed.

“My plan is for us to take a strict policy of neutrality and portray ourselves as mediators,” Lord Paimon said. “Each side wants us in their corner, and they know attacking Berwick means we will declare for the other camp, which grants us a degree of protection…” His gaze lingered on Simon. “For a time.”

The message was clear. The holiday would soon come to an end.

It was time to venture down into the Poison Gardens’ lower depths.



The deeper they advanced into the Dungeon, the more flooded the floors became.

Simon had figured as much when they found their first flight of stairs down, partly drowned in water reaching up to the waist. He wisely had Meredith strike the area with a Lightning Spear first, which shocked a group of giant fish who had no doubt been waiting for them to enter their hunting ground.

Never one to let an opportunity go to waste, Simon quickly turned them into undead with his Deathmastery II Perk. It worked rather simply. All he had to do was touch their corpses to animate them. The resulting creatures were so mindless that they wouldn’t do anything without receiving an order and possessed limited intelligence, but they had their uses.

“Go around and return if you find any safe passageway,” Simon ordered his fish zombies. They vanished, only for one to swiftly come back. “This way.”

“Lady Anna won’t be with us today?” Meredith inquired once she, Leonard, Simon, and Lorimir stepped into the now harmless water.

“Tiella is unwell,” Simon explained. “Anna decided to stay at her bedside today.”

“The contraceptives sicken her,” Leonard said flatly, causing Meredith to blush. “His Majesty's visits leave their trace.”

Simon winced a bit. “Is that reproach I hear in your voice, Leonard?”

“My sister may share her bed with whoever she wishes, and there is no shame in being the Overlord’s mistress.” Leonard took a deep breath. “However, she is promised to Duke Flauros’ son, who supports Lord Louis. I fear that such conflicting entanglements may endanger her safety.”

Simon hadn’t considered that. True, Flauros was married to Patriate’s sister, whose murder would have only solidified his allegiance to the War Party. What would happen to her once she was forced to comply with the marriage?

The very thought sickened Simon for some reason. Tiella was a shy and demure girl, if lacking Anna’s fiery personality. She didn’t deserve to be used as a pawn in a game of politics.

Perhaps Anna and I are doing her a disservice by involving her in our affair, Simon thought as they walked through the flooded corridor and entered what appeared to have once been a library of fine marble bookshelves. The moisture had long turned the books there into piles of dust and lumps of moldering moss. Its end will hurt all the more. 

Their speed of exploration slowed as the few crystals embedded in the walls that had served as their main source of light so far began to flicker.

“Fire Saber,” Simon cast as he wreathed his sword in flames to provide a measure of light. He had to settle on using a claymore since his energy-draining mace was still in Telluria.

Meredith’s weapon enchantment training had also begun to pay off. Although it remained much easier for Simon to stick with Dark Saber, he had learned how to change the spell’s affinity to Fire, Frost, and Lightning. This let him cover the most common elemental weaknesses, and Simon hoped to master the remaining ones within the next month.

Lord Paimon had unfortunately yet to find him a miasma-focused teacher of Duchar’s caliber, so the rest of his spellcasting research mostly revolved around bookreading so far.

“It seems people lived here once,” Meredith said after they passed through the library. “Yet the air is foul.”

“It is a place born of the Dark, that is certain,” Lorimir said with reverence. “Magic twisting air and stone.”

Simon had assumed as much when an earlier attempt to claim the area as his own Dungeon only resulted in his miasma crystal shattering. The power claiming this place eclipsed his own and had already set its tendrils across the entire structure.

“Have you learned more about these Poison Gardens’ origins, Lorimor?” Simon inquired.

“Somewhat,” the Scholar confessed. “Although the origin of the name remains unclear, I did find records of this place in old texts. It was apparently an eidolon temple.”

“An eidolon?” Leonard asked, suddenly on edge. “What kind?”

“That I am unsure,” Lorimor replied. “Fragmentary texts and the carvings portray a water deity of some kind that blessed and cursed in equal measure, but this location was abandoned long before Emperor Magnos raised Carcas on top of its corpse.”

Simon recalled that eidolons—which the Church of Light disdained as false gods—were creatures born from a large accumulation of mana, the same way demons arose from miasma. They were the physical manifestation of people’s beliefs, dreams, and memories, incarnated into a living creature. Most eidolons were fearsome creatures that became the object of cults of worship and could form contracts with visionaries like Empress Euphemia to be called in times of need.

Endymion’s policy was to subjugate and capture all eidolons found within their territories so they could be bound to imperial summoners as war machines. Simon doubted his father and Lord Paimon would have abandoned this site without binding the creature first. He found it more likely that the locals mistook whatever Zodiac Fiend spawned from this dungeon’s miasma crystal for an eidolon and turned to worship it.

Enslave the gods… t’was one of the commandments Father left me, Simon recalled. Did it refer to eidolons?

They reached another set of stairways, with the air growing fouler there. A notification appeared in front of Simon the moment he inhaled it.

Poison ailment negated by Unyielding Essence.

“The air is poisoned,” Simon warned his troops. “Do your brands protect you?”

“Yes,” Leonard confirmed. His other retainers nodded one after the other.

As it turned out, Simon had confirmed that he could apply more than one type of mark to a single person. Every single one of his three allies bore the Brands of Sloth and Gluttony with no ill effect; with the latter’s ability to give immunity to the Poison and Disease ailments finally proving useful.

The air grew damp and toxic as the group climbed down the stairs. Sickly greenish fumes floated away from the depths below with a stench fouler than sulfur, and vile moss began to cover the stonesteps.

The descent seemed to go on and on forever, to the point Simon began to feel fatigue in spite of his own unnatural vitality. His unease turned to wariness when he saw a faint light source at the bottom of the stairs, and then amazement when they exited through a stone arch threshold.

A garden awaited them beneath the earth.

A colossal cavern the size of Castle Carcas opened up before them, its stone walls covered in luminescent moss, giving it the lighting of a damp, cloudy night. A vast and dark forest stretched out in front of them, the oaks’ bark closer to stone in density than wood, the ground boggy and slimy. A titanic tree loomed in the distance, thicker than a tower and taller than a hill, its blackened leafless branches supporting the ceiling above them. Mushrooms and mold growing on its surface breathed out poisonous green mist into the air, while its gnarly roots drank from polluted ponds fueled by the water from the upper levels.

“By the Light…” Meredith whispered behind Simon. “Is that a manatree?”

“A long-dead one,” Leonard confirmed. He glanced around the area, his sword and shield drawn for a fight he knew would come. “It is an ill omen.”

As much as Simon agreed, he couldn’t help but find beauty in this strange place. To think that such a strange ecosystem could prosper deep beneath the earth, without anyone even suspec–

Thump. 

His heart turned to the stone in his chest.

Simon’s entire body froze on instinct, his blood turning to ice in his veins. He felt he had been suddenly struck like lightning powerful enough to bring him to his knees. The way his allies stilled around him only confirmed his worst suspicions.

Every instinct screamed at him to run, the same way they had when he encountered Vouivre… no, no, that wasn’t the same. This time was even worse.

Lord Paimon was mistaken. Although he and his troops had cleared out the upper levels of dangerous monsters, the true threat in the Dungeon remained beneath his notice.

Something extremely, monstrously powerful lurked nearby.

“Retreat,” Simon immediately ordered. He had danced with death too often to take risks here. “Retreat–”

It was too late.

Death walked out of the woods.

The vile, emaciated creature that stepped out from under the shadow of a tree might have been human once, but it was long dead and rotten, its steps carrying a palpable weight. Strips of scroll parchments, dusty tome pages, and other documents glowing with shining scripts were wrapped around its emaciated body, while a hooded leather cloak of stitched book covers flowed from its shoulders in spite of the lack of wind. The smell of ink and putrefaction hung over it like a cloud, and short-lived afterimages trailed behind the entity when it moved. The only exposed portion of its body was a blackened skull whose toothless jaws led into a bottomless black hole, a Crestone incrusted on the forehead glowing above two empty pits of seeping smoke glaring at him.


Instadeath negated by Unyielding Essence. 



Simon heard three ‘thumps’ behind him; one for each of his companions.

His thoughts came to an abrupt halt as the true horror of his situation crept upon him.

“You are not young Balzam.” The undead’s low, masculine voice was a rattle in a coffin, a deep, dark sound no living creature should ever make. He spoke in a dialect Simon did not recognize, but that his Overlord Perks translated anyway. “So a new Overlord disturbs my meditations.”

Simon slowly dared to peek over his shoulder. Three corpses lay on the ground behind him, their Class outfits disrupted, their eyes empty, their skin pale. None of his allies showed any sign of wounds or anything of the sort.

They had just died on the spot.

Meredith, who had trained him with professionalism; Lorimor, who while a creep, still descended into a dangerous Dungeon at his command; and Leonard, who had been worrying for his sister mere minutes before. All slain in an instant, and Anna would have been among them had she been here.

Simon had lost his comrades, and Tiella had just lost her brother. What was he supposed to tell her… if he survived that long?

“Aw, they fell down?” The undead’s voice now carried a mocking edge. “My apologies. My Thoughts on Mortality automatically kills anything twenty levels below me within a certain range, which is everyone below level 80 nowadays. I very much loathe unexpected visitors, you understand?”

It didn’t take Simon long to grasp the terrifying implications of that particular statement, not to mention the vast gulf in strength between them. If that undead wasn’t lying, then even the likes of Vouivre would die in his mere presence.

Simon’s mind wandered to his father’s list of deaths, to a name which had claimed his life at least three times…

“You are the Berwick Lich,” Simon whispered, his sword raised for battle. He knew he was already dead, and that battle was futile, but he would not die on his knees.

The undead stared at him for a moment. Though Simon sensed no aggression coming from it, the ancient malice in its blackened gaze was palpable.

“Which reign are you on, child?” he asked without fanfare.

Simon’s heart skipped several beats in his chest. Had he misheard? “What did you just say?”

“I asked you which reign you are on. It must be an early one, if my countenance so frightens you and if you bother to surround yourself with such weaklings.” The undead peered at Simon with those two black holes that served as his eyes. “Do you fear triggering the failsafe if you answer me? You need not fear anything. I helped His Dark Majesty Mardok to craft the Crimson Throne long ago. I know of the cycle.”

That… that was impossible. Simon knew from experience that the Crimson Throne punished every attempt to share information on the cycle with murder. How could this undead learn of it? If he wasn’t lying and indeed helped the first Overlord, then…

“The seventh,” Simon dared to say, expecting phantom hands to strangle him for sharing the Overlord’s most important secret.

He said the words, and he didn’t die.

“The seventh? So soon?” The Berwick Lich let out a deep rattle heavy with disappointment. “So nothing I do this time matters. How unfortunate. What is your name?”

Realizing that the undead wouldn’t kill him so long as he answered—and might provide precious information while at it—Simon decided to play along. “Simon Magnos.”

“Magnos?” The undead sounded oddly pleased. “It delights me to hear the Overlord Class remains within our line. We truly are His Dark Majesty’s heirs.”

“Our line?” Simon immediately put two and two together, to his immense disbelief. “Could you be–”

“You seem to have figured out my identity, yet you are clearly a child fumbling in the dark. What brought you here in the first place? Did you stumble your way into my den like some baseborn adventurer?”

Simon’s tongue clicked in his mouth. “A voice in my head called me below.”

“A voice? The Scorpion? Its voice should not carry to the surface, unless…” The undead looked up to the ceiling. “Which year is it outside?”

“Four hundred and three After Doom.”

“So soon? Then a new revolution is around the corner.”

“A new revolution?” Simon frowned in confusion. “I… I don’t understand.”

“It would take a long time to explain, and I suppose you will see it for yourself during your reigns.” The Berwick Lich let out a deep, sinister noise which Simon quickly recognized for a dark chuckle. “Without a host, all the Scorpion can do is whisper and entice… for now. I would suggest vacating this castle of yours within this year or the next. The Scorpion will be the last to wake up before the Serpent-Bearer ends the parade, and my guardian oath to His Dark Majesty has long expired. I shall not interfere with its escape so long as it does not bother me.”

None of this made any sense, but Simon could tell deep within his bones that this creature held the answers to all of his questions. He had somehow stumbled on an entity—perhaps the only one in the entire world—that could enlighten him. It was such a momentous occasion that he was willing to let his vassals’ death slide this once.

“Are you speaking about the Zodiac Fiends?” Simon pushed. “How many of them–”

“No, I do not think I will tell you anything,” the undead cut in dismissively.

“I can pay for your knowledge!” Simon insisted, forgetting that he was talking to a centuries-old monster capable of killing him on the spot for a moment. “Whatever you need, I can–”

“I have been here before, child.” A sinister light glowed within the monster’s empty eye sockets. “Any information I give you, you will use to gain my trust in a future reign and swindle more secrets from me for free. Moreover, you lack the power to assist me in any productive task yet. Come back in…” The undead briefly scratched its cheekbone as it pondered its answer. “Ninety reigns or so? Then mayhaps we can reach an agreement that benefits us both.”

And that was it. The Berwick Lich dismissed Simon with a wave of his hand like a king sending a courtier on his way with three corpses to show for it. He didn’t even wait for an answer.

“Since I am a family man and we are kin, I shall allow you to leave this place and return to the surface unharmed… this time.” The Berwick Lich raised a gnarled finger towards the ceiling. “Interrupt my meditations again and I will burn the island above our heads to the ground, then smother you with the ashes.”

That wasn’t even a threat, but a fact. The ancient evil would kill Simon and everyone else if he so much as disturbed him again, and no one would so much as slow him down.

“Now leave me to my solitude, and take the corpses with you. I already have too many of them in storage to bother with more.” The undead raised his head and seemed to lose himself in his thoughts. “How to proceed... Should I reanimate a primitive abomination and unleash it upon the Worldtree? Or finally exterminate the elves? So many possibilities open up themselves without the prospect of consequences…”

“At least…” Simon gulped as he realized he was pushing his luck, but he needed to know. “At least tell me your name. Tell me if you really are him.”

For a brief and terrifying instant, it looked as if the lich would murder him on the spot for speaking out of turn. He stared at Simon in deep silence, then slowly nodded to himself.

“I am Elios Magnos,” he confirmed with unbearable pride, “The Writer of the End, first and only wielder of the Librarian Noble Crestone, faithful apostle of Archdemon Mardok Endymion, the one they call Elfbane and the Abhorred.”

Then he added, almost as an afterthought.

“Your ancestor.”

  

    
        Chapter 28: Lord of the Berwick Islands (6)

    
    
    
    
  Simon returned to the surface with three walking corpses and a frightening story to tell.

It sickened him that he had to animate his own retainers’ remains with necromancy, but there was no other way to transport them all from the Poison Gardens’ depths to Castle Carcas above without such a measure due to the lack of monsters that could have served as carriers. Climbing his way up to the crypts with three silent ghouls for company—his own former comrades—had been one of the most emotionally draining experiences in his life.

It only hardened his resolve to become stronger, though.

Three times. Three times had his retainers died in the line of duty against much more powerful opponents like Vouivre and now Elios Magnos, all while Simon could only stand by and watch it happen. There would not be a fourth.

Simon would not be taken unaware like that again, and he would grow strong enough to prove himself worthy of his retainers’ allegiance.

Simon wisely asked to meet Lord Paimon and Anna in private when he returned to the surface, only to then show them the animated corpses of his companions and tell them of what he found down there; though he did not mention his and his ancestor’s discussion about the Overlord’s reigns for fear of triggering the failsafe.

Anna was mortified, and her father remained eerily quiet throughout the entire story. He scowled, paled, and spent whole minutes pondering what he had just heard.

Lord Maublanc Paimon, Commander and general of the empire, had been shaken to his core.

“Are you sure he carried the Librarian Noble Crestone?” he asked Simon, his voice subdued.

“His Crestone bore the emblem, and the outfit matched the descriptions,” Simon replied. Although the Class had been lost for ages, part of its blueprints had survived and helped create Vassal Classes like the Scholar. “And House Magnos claims descent from the Librarian.”

Anna grit her teeth in sorrow and anger. “What were you thinking, Father, sending people down there with that thing?!”

“Do you think I would have if I knew? I never saw an underground manatree husk, nor received any reports of such from past explorers.” Lord Paimon shook his head in distaste. “Balzam must have opened up that area and kept it from me, but why? Why in the Light would he do such a thing?”

“I think… I think he tried to parley with the lich,” Simon said. Balzam Magnos had died four times facing their ancestor, so he must have tried to swindle the ancient archmage and paid the price for it. “Elios knew him by name.”

Lord Paimon’s expression twisted into disgust, though Simon couldn’t tell if it was anger at Balzam for letting him inherit a castle built on a lich’s lair and not telling him, or that the man thought he could negotiate with the creature at all. “Madness. Pure madness.”

“That can’t have been your ancestor,” Anna protested. “It was lying.”

“No, I don’t think he was,” Simon replied with a scowl. “He sounded too… too proud of it. And he wouldn’t have spared me otherwise.”

Lord Paimon nodded darkly. “Tales say that Overlord Mardok had a court mage and advisor who bore the title of the ‘Dark Lich’. It is said that it was destroyed fighting Gargauth on its demonic master’s behalf, but clearly its phylactery must have survived somewhere else.”

Simon frowned. “Phylactery?”

“There are five creatures in the Imperial Bestiary with the mention of ‘flee on sight.’” Lord Paimon raised five fingers. “Dryads, archfiends, eidolons, dragons… and liches. The main reason, besides the fact that they are universally powerful archmages, is that they seal their souls in objects called phylacteries to achieve immortality. So long as that artifact remains intact, they will always return from the dead. It is nigh-pointless to fight them.”

“So we can’t even exorcize it?” Anna stared at Leonard’s shambling corpse with horror. “People need to know–”

“No,” Lord Paimon interrupted his daughter. “This information shall not leave this room. I will have the Dungeon walled off like Balzam should have done long ago, and we shall speak of this no more.”

While Simon privately agreed this was the wisest course of action, Anna was obviously less than thrilled. “You want us to keep the murderous ancient undead in our basement a secret?”

“Yes, we will,” Lord Paimon replied bluntly. “The lich said that it was the first and only wielder of the Librarian Noble Crestone. Do you understand the implications?”

Simon did. “Humans received the Noble Crestones from the elves during the Age of Heroes nearly eight hundred years ago.”

“Exactly,” Lord Paimon confirmed. “If even half of what this creature said was true, then it is among the most ancient and powerful creatures in the world. If it can indeed kill anyone below level 80, then nothing short of Louis or Euphemia can even hope to fight it. All he has to do to slay everyone in this castle is to walk up the stairs.”

“All the more reason to inform our people of the threat!” Anna protested.

“I don’t think my ancestor—” Merely saying the word left a sore taste in Simon’s mouth, “—will cause any issues unless disturbed. All he wanted was to be left alone, and he hasn’t caused troubles in the decades since we’ve been here.”

“Hence, we are not giving him any reason to start bothering us,” Lord Paimon said. “We will wall off the Dungeon entrance and say that your retainers died saving you from a ghoul powder poisoning attempt. It is a vile toxin that transforms those exposed into the undead. As a newly legitimized bastard and my daughter's fiancé, no one will doubt that someone out there tried to poison Simon. It will even endear sympathy.”

Simon couldn’t argue with the reasoning, having been poisoned once already. However, he only had to take a look at Anna to tell that the plan was doomed to fail.

“No,” she said willfully, her voice dripping with disgust. “I will not lie to Tiella about her brother’s murder. She is my best friend–”

“You are my daughter,” Lord Paimon replied icily. “And you will do as I say.”

Anna winced, and then looked at her fiancé for support. While Simon knew that Lord Paimon’s plan was rationally the best, the way Leonard’s corpse stared at his back only inflamed his guilt. He couldn’t lie to Tiella and dishonor her brother’s memory, especially after sharing her bed.

“I… I have a way to ensure Tiella will not share our secrets,” Simon informed Lord Paimon. “Lying will make her suspicious of us, maybe even drive her into our enemies’ arms.”

It was only a feeble excuse, but Lord Paimon pondered it nonetheless. “You are still too soft, my future son-in-law,” he said with a hint of reproach. “But if you indeed have a way to bind her to silence, I shall allow it.”

Anna sighed with relief and gave Simon a look full of gratitude.

“With the Dungeon’s loss, we will revert to my original plan,” her father said without skipping a beat. “I will send you to Castle Corinte, a fortress closer to our Islands’ manatree, so you can test your mettle against the Green Mother’s faith.”

“Wait,” Simon said. “There is more. The lich warned us to evacuate the castle within one or two years. He warned us that a Zodiac Fiend called the Scorpion would ‘rise last’ during that period before the ‘Serpent-Bearer closed the parade,’ whatever that means.”

Lord Paimon stroked his chin. “This seems to be a reference to the zodiac constellations,” he concluded. “The ancients only recorded twelve signs because they wanted them to each align with a given month, but there are actually thirteen constellations in the zodiac: the Archer, the Goatfish, the Water-Carrier, the Two-Tailed Fish, the Ram, the Minotaur, the Twins, the Crab, the Lion, the Maiden, the Scales, the Scorpion… and the forgotten thirteenth, the Serpent-Bearer.”

“Wasn’t that one of Overlord Mardok’s titles?” Anna pointed out.

Yes, Simon thought, recalling how the demon possessing Eole had called Mardok a traitor. Yes, it was. 

“We will investigate this mystery later,” Lord Paimon decided before sending a wary glance at Simon’s undead retainers. “Let us clean these messes up one at a time.”



It fell upon Simon and Anna to break the news of Leonard’s death to Tiella. She obviously didn’t take it well, exploding into cries and sobs. Anna held her close in her arms while Simon watched uneasily. The best he could do was offer her a handkerchief to wipe away her tears when she calmed down a bit.

“W-why?” she asked Simon, her voice shaking. “Why… how?”

“I… I cannot tell you, not unless you sign a magical contract,” Simon said. “It is a state secret.”

“A… state secret?” Tiella looked up to him in incomprehension. “What… I don’t understand.”

Simon exchanged a glance with Anna, who gave him a stern look in response. Simon took a deep breath, checked that the bedroom door was locked, and then put on the Overlord outfit.

Tiella’s eyes widened in utter shock, her skin paling as the implications behind his appearance became clear. “You… your highness is…” She covered her mouth and turned to Anna, whose expression confirmed her doubts. “This cannot be…”

“Now you see me as I am, and you have received a glimpse of the truth.” Simon opened his hand and summoned the Brands of Sloth and Gluttony. “I can put marks on you. They will grant you benefits such as protection against poison and quick learning, but also allow me to oversee your actions and strike you dead from a distance should you violate your oath of secrecy. Once applied, they will stick with you until death. That’s the price you’ll have to pay for my trust.”

He was exaggerating the risks a bit, but he needed to be sure Tiella would understand the implications. She had seen the true Overlord, and her brother had served him. Anything related to this matter would shake the empire to its core. If she refused to accept the brands…

Simon didn’t want to think about that.

“I…” Tiella bit her lip and then nodded with newfound resolve. “I will take them.”

“I cannot take them off without killing you,” Simon warned her. “One slip-up will kill you.”

It didn’t dissuade her. “I have to know, Your High…” Tiella gulped. “Your Majesty.”

“Very well. Pull your hair back.” Once Tiella obeyed, Simon applied the two brands at the back of her head so that none could see them when her hair fell freely. “Now… the truth.”

Anna and he proceeded to share what they could with Tiella: how Balzam was dead and that Leonard had been tasked with his safety until he could become the Overlord in truth, how they had found a Dungeon in the basement, and how the man had found death there. Tiella listened to everything in silence, her utter disbelief slowly giving way to resignation and a tense grudge.

“I am truly sorry,” Simon apologized before offering her her brother’s Crestone. “This… this belongs to you now. I believe he would have wanted you to have it.”

Tiella stared at her brother’s last memento with sorrow. “Did he die fighting?”

Simon scowled. Lying would be kinder, but that might give Tiella the slightest of false hopes. She was better off fully understanding the danger that Elio Magnos represented.

“He would have if he could,” Simon said sadly, “but it was over in an instant.”

Tiella scowled. He couldn’t tell whether she believed him or not, but his blunt answer shook her enough. Her expression darkened with anger in a way Simon had never seen before. It felt so strange to see a girl so shy show such pure anger.

“Tiella?” Anna asked with concern.

“Will Your Majesty kill that thing?” Tiella inquired.

Simon scowled, but then nodded. “Yes. One day, when I am strong enough.”

He knew he wouldn’t be able to do anything about Elios Magnos for many, many reigns, but he would neither forget nor forgive his retainers’ cold-blooded murder. There would be a reckoning.

Tiella nodded to herself. She understood neither of them could do anything for now, but the fact that he intended to act was all the reassurance she needed.

“Then the Light be my witness.” Tiella clutched the Dreadnought Crestone with all of her hatred. “I shall wield my brother’s Class, and one day drive his sword through Elios Magnos’ rotten heart. That I promise.”

Simon had to admire her resolve, even if he knew her oath would likely go unfulfilled.

Anna took Tiella’s hands into her own. “We are arranging an airship back to the Decarabia Marquisate in Uyo so that we can send your brother’s body back to your family,” she said. “Will you depart with it?”

“I must,” Tiella replied with a small nod. “But I will return to serve Your Majesty… and you, Anna.”

“Yes. Yes, I understand.” Anna turned to her fiancé. “Can you give us a moment?”

Simon took the hint, removed his Overlord outfit, and then returned to his bedroom. The Scorpion’s voice hadn’t reached him in a while. Simon couldn’t tell whether he had to thank Elios Magnos or Lord Paimon’s newly installed seals for this, but that particular problem would not haunt him for some time.

The parade… Simon thought once he was alone again in his apartments. If the Serpent-Bearer ‘closed the parade’ and the Scorpion would rise beforehand, then it meant the Zodiac Fiends would rise one after the other in a specific order. If the Scorpion is the last, then the cycle will probably begin with the Archer. 

Elios Magnos implied this would happen in one to two years, which coincidentally aligned with the return of that comet Lorimor identified a few reigns back. Father tried to identify and locate the demonbarrows by observing when that celestial object would travel across the zodiac constellations. Would it somehow cause the Zodiac Fiends to act up?

Elios Magnos said that the Scorpion couldn’t do anything without a vessel for now. That last detail was most troubling. Vouivre and Eole had also proved that the demons could wake up ahead of schedule depending on proper circumstances, so that was something Simon would have to monitor.

Elements pointed to Overlord Mardok being connected to the Zodiac Fiends too, perhaps as the Serpent-Bearer. Was Castle Frightwall his demonbarrow, and the Crimson Throne his miasma crystal? How did it connect to the Overlord class?

And what should Simon make of Elios himself? The mere fact that his ancestor had apparently served Overlord Mardok and helped design the cycle of reigns only raised more questions.

Each time I dig, the well gets deeper still, Simon thought as he sat behind his desk, trying to put the pieces all together. There has to be a connection binding all these threads together somehow. 

The air grew chillier all of a sudden.

Simon’s head perked up, and he swiftly noticed a shimmering apparition near the window. It was the pale outline of a woman with indistinguishable features, blurred by age and death, filled with sorrow and anguish.

Simon wondered why she kept showing up to him. Was it because he was the new Overlord? Or because his Class’ unique connection to the Dark let him see her better than most? Or perhaps…

“Where did he put you?” Simon asked the apparition.

She pointed a flickering hand at the secret passage connecting his bedroom to Anna’s; most specifically, at the left wall.

Simon clenched his teeth and then put on the Overlord outfit. He already knew what he was about to find before he began to pull back stones with his new inhuman strength. The bricks were tightly shut together, but removing one of them revealed a secret compartment… and its occupant.

A decomposed skull faced Simon, its mouth agape in a final scream.

Simon stepped back in the midst of horror and disgust. Two decades. She had spent the last two decades trapped here while her ex-husband soundly slept only a few feet away whenever he visited the castle.

“How did this happen?” Simon asked the ghost.

She touched his arm, and then he saw.

He found himself dreaming awake, watching the same nightmare that had plagued his nights earlier through another’s eyes. He was in this very room, facing a much younger Balzam Magnos. He was the same redheaded lion of a man Simon had seen in his previous dream, young, fit, not yet the vicious Overlord so many had come to despise.

“You… you traitor!” Simon said with a voice that wasn’t his own; a woman’s voice. “You loathsome, selfish rat!”

“Calm down, Eleanor.” Balzam’s eyes lingered on her womb with what could pass for a sliver of concern. “It’s not good for the child or for you to act up like this.”

“Calm down?! After this betrayal?!” Simon watched Eleanor throw a piece of paper at Balzam’s face through her eyes. “Seven years of marriage, and now you want to set me aside for some… some three-eyed whore?!”

“This is nothing personal, Eleanor,” Balzam replied calmly. He didn’t even react at the paper thrown at his face and his voice just oozed indifference, as if they were discussing a done deal. “The Church of the Light recognized Euphemia as a living saint, and the realms rally behind her. Once I marry her, we’ll have a large enough army to take down Gargauth and–”

“An army?!” Eleanor laughed bitterly. “I gave you your army, you ungrateful wretch! It was my family’s coffers that funded your soldiers, and my forges that equipped them! You would still be some backwater bandit king without my help!”

“And for that I am very grateful, but things have changed.” Balzam Magnos crossed his arms, his tone turning from apathy to decisive and passionate. “Gargauth is a selfish worm content to squirm on a bed of gold and riches. He has no vision beyond growing wealthier. The Overlord Class is wasted on him. Once I obtain it, I’ll be able to carve out the greatest empire this world has ever seen. No more squabbling, no more wars. It will be good for everyone.”

“It will be good for you! You only care about yourself!” Eleanor wept, and was met with cold indifference. “I closed my eyes on that… that peasant, but this… how can you treat me like this?!”

“I do not see why you’re so upset about this,” Balzam replied with a dismissive shrug. “These divorce terms are extremely generous. I will recognize our fourth unborn child as my own, you will keep the Berwick Islands and your title of queen, this castle too. You’ll even be allowed to remarry. A stroke of your pen and you walk away a queen.”

Simon could feel Eleanor’s teeth clenching in rage. “I won’t do it.”

Balzam sneered in disdain. “You have no choice.”

“Yes, I do. I’m not signing this. You’re not going to rid yourself of me so easily, you little ungrateful–”

Balzam slapped her so hard that Simon felt the pain reverberate all the way to the future. Eleanor looked at him in disbelief, though it quickly turned to anger.

“I have indulged you long enough, woman,” Balzam said icily, his jaw scowling. “Sign now, or else–”

“Or else what?” Eleanor snapped. “I’m not signing this!”

Balzam stared at her without a word for a moment, an evil and sinister gleam in his eyes; a sight that eerily reminded Simon’s spirit of a man-eating manticore assessing whether to pounce or not. Eleanor held her breath as she sensed the danger.

Her husband reached his decision in an instant, and lunged at her without warning.

She tried to reach for the door, but he swiftly caught her. His hands grabbed her throat with immense strength and then hurled her to the bed they had once shared. She scoffed and fought for her life, clawing and kicking and struggling, but he was big and she was small.

“I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, Eleanor,” Balzam Magnos said while crushing her windpipe, her teeth clenching and his eyes burning like abyssal pits. A vicious, cruel smile of vile satisfaction stretched on his lips. “But I won’t let you or anyone else get in my way.”

Simon felt his stepmother’s fear and dread, the tears of despair raining down her cheeks, the last of her breath escaping her lungs… but none of her silent pleas would move Balzam Magnos’ heart of stone as he choked the life out of her without a shred of hesitation.

The last thing she saw was his thin, cruel smile.

“Till death do us part,” he quipped, without remorse or guilt.

Simon returned to the present with the feeling of his neck snapping. He could still feel the fingers on his throat, and the pain of Eleanor’s last moment. He stared at the ghost with pity, anguish, and compassion.

She was pregnant. The very thought sickened Simon to his core. His own wife and child.

Balzam Magnos had always been a monster, even before he became Overlord.

He had just stopped playing pretend.



Lord Paimon’s story became the official truth. Leonard, Meredith, and Lorimor’s deaths were blamed on a ghoul powder poisoning attempt, and the Church of the Light’s priests were mobilized to exorcize the undead to give the tale more credibility. The ecclesiastic hierarchy strongly condemned the murder attempt and promised an investigation, which Simon had the feeling would likely be blamed on the Green Mother’s faith.

Tiella flew back to Uyo with her brother’s corpse, and Meredith’s remains were sent back to her family alongside a large indemnity from Simon’s own pockets. Lorimor’s estranged wife refused to have him back, so he was buried on castle grounds.

Unknown to all, Eleanor Magnos was finally put to rest in the crypts below, her tomb walled off to prevent access to the Poison Gardens. Haunting sights not so mysteriously ended right afterwards.

Thus, the curse of Castle Carcas came to an end, and the evil in its basement was left undisturbed…

This time.

  

    
        Chapter 29: Lord of the Berwick Islands (7)

    
    
    
    
  What was he doing wrong?

The thought continued to haunt Simon as he browsed through the spellbook. His study in Fort Corinte was much smaller than the one he enjoyed in Castle Carcas, but he nonetheless loved the quietness of it all.

The keep was small, much smaller than Carcas, and with only a scant few villages nearby, rather than a city neighboring it. Built on a rocky outcropping in the middle of wetlands close to primeval woods, it enjoyed a spectacular view of the Berwick Islands’ manatree. Simon particularly enjoyed seeing it from his window in the morning.

The source of most life on the planet, each manatree was unique in shape, with the one in the Berwick Islands resembling a colossal oak. It was relatively small by its kind's standards due to its youth, only reaching a little over three thousand feet high, but that was enough to rival many minor mountains. Its massive roots spread across the forests and bathed them in such enormous quantities of mana that it became visible as a faint, bluish mist shimmering in the sunlight. Countless creatures called it home, and some even whispered of a rare few elves and fairies that still served the local dryad.

Simon wasn’t sure what to make of those rumors. He and Anna had spent a month in the region, mostly assisting the local inquisition branch in interrogating suspected Green Mother cultists or visiting local villages to help establish more churches. Incidents were rare, but deeply unsettling: a group of soldiers dispatched into the woods to intercept a suspected cult ritual never returned, but that also could have been the doing of wild animals or monsters in the woods; a wolf had somehow broken into a local church and tore out a priest’s throat; and a couple who had converted to the Church of Light vanished without a trace.

And then there were the occasional poisoning attempts. Simon and Anna had been forced to fire all the local staff and bring in outsiders after his Unyielding Essence saved him from some poisoned beer, and to hire a food taster—mostly to avoid raising suspicions about Simon’s ailment immunity. At least Tiella had brought a few more servants with her from Uyo on her return.

I’m doing it all wrong, I can feel it in my soul. His experience earnings had slowed down to a crawl in spite of his constant judgments and noble hunts. At least I’m making progress on the spellcasting front.

It had taken him a while, but he had finally found a Tier II Miasma-powered spell in one of the castle library’s grimoires; one that would become extremely useful.

He heard a knock on the door. “Yes?”

“It’s me, bookworm,” Anna replied before walking in and locking the door behind her. She carried a small book under her arm. “I can’t believe you prefer this dusty, moldy old place to your throne room.”

“It has its charms,” Simon replied before kissing his fiancée on the lips. “How was the meeting?”

“Utterly boring, doubly so since my lord of a fiancé wouldn’t attend. I even caught Tiella yawning, even though she’s supposed to be keeping watch.”

“She overworks herself.” Tiella spent most of her days grinding with her new Dreadnought Class, and she was having a lot more success than Simon on that front, especially with the Brand of Sloth increasing her experience gains. “Have you brought me more reading material?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure I should give it to you,” Anna replied playfully. “Have you been a good student and made any progress?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.” Simon quickly cast his new spell. “Fiendmask.”

A layer of miasma flowed over his skin, covering every inch of his body in an instant. A thin layer of it now encased him like a cocoon, though it produced no visual indication of any kind.

Anna raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me if I’m a bit underwhelmed.”

“Wait for it,” Simon said with a smile. “Dreadnought.”

The word was completely useless and only for drama’s sake. The truth was that he summoned his Overlord Class outfit, only for the Fiendmask spell to cover it and quickly alter its appearance. The black, spiky Overlord armor turned into a perfect copy of the late Leonard’s Dreadnought outfit.

“No way…” Anna smiled ear to ear, her hands inspecting the armor. “Is this an illusion?”

“Even better. Fiendmask is a spell that coats my body in a shell of miasma. It’s the same principle behind a Class outfit, except I control how it looks.” Simon looked at his hand. The effect was so perfect that he doubted anyone could see through it. “The effect is purely cosmetic, but it lasts one hour and only dispels when I take sufficient damage. The spell’s only flaw is that it provides no protection against divination or magical detection, which is why it’s not too commonly used.”

Anna chuckled. “How fortunate then that you have a Perk that lets you do exactly that, then.”

“Indeed. Thanks to it and Anathemic Secrecy, I can now use my Class in public… just under a false name.” He deactivated his Class outfit and put his arms around his fiancée’s waist. “Have I worked hard enough to earn a reward?”

“Mayhaps…” Anna set her book aside and put her arms around his neck. “But I’m afraid the Anna Academy has higher standards than most…”

“Can I convince you to give me extra credit?” he asked as he began to pull up her skirt, his hands touching the Brands of Sloth and Gluttony he had put on her thighs a few weeks back. Anna had insisted, half because of the experience boost and poison immunity benefits, half because it spiced things up.

“That’ll depend on your… performance.”

Fifteen minutes and one broken desk later, Simon and Anna rested on a bed of grimoires—the Overlord having ‘accidentally’ caused a bookshelf to fall after slamming against it during their passionate lovemaking. Simon felt a little awkward making love on furniture like this, but the feeling of a naked Anna crawling on his chest dispelled all his doubts.

“You weren’t kidding about that Brand of Gluttony magnifying the wearer’s pleasure,” Anna mused. That was the benefit she had gotten the most use of besides the poison immunity. “We should spend some time apart now and then, or else I fear we won’t do anything productive.”

Simon sighed. They had been making love more often since Fort Corinte had fewer prying eyes than Castle Carcas, but she was right; it was mostly a distraction from that gaping sense of frustration.

“I’m doing something wrong,” he admitted aloud. “My experience gains have stalled out. We’ve been here for a month and I haven’t been able to gain a single level.”

The Poison Gardens’ loss had been a tremendous blow. The Berwick Islands were one of the safest and most militarized regions of the Empire, which meant most dangerous local monster species had long been exterminated, and no dangerous criminals with high bounties roamed the land. Green Mother cultists were mostly Classless farmers, so executing them provided no benefits, and the beasts he hunted as part of his noble duties were no match against anyone with a Crestone. His father-in-law had tried to supply him with monsters and criminals from the mainland to execute, but Louis and Euphemia’s forces already monopolized those.

In short, he had run out of things worth killing.

“It’s not just the lack of enemies,” Simon complained. “I can feel I’m doing something wrong when I judge people. I can tell I receive less experience than I should from lordcraft.”

“I figured as much when you stopped attending audiences to focus on your spellcasting.” Anna searched the books they had thrown around and recovered the one she had carried into the room earlier. “Which is why I brought you this.”

Simon glanced at the cover and groaned upon reading the title. “An Introduction to Fatebinding? Really?”

“Now, now, don’t be like that, you know how much I love this game.”

“It is fun, I will admit it.” Fatebinding was a game used for both pleasure and divination that revolved around twenty-two cards representing the Noble Classes, fifty-six representing minor suits, and an extra card themed after the Overlord. “But what does it have to do with my leveling problem?”

“It will help by providing insight,” Anna stated as she flipped the pages of the book until she found the one she was looking for. “Here, take a look.”

Simon glanced at a picture of an archivist in a library with an eye for a face, a glowing lantern illuminating four symbols representing a sword, a coin, a cup, and a wand.


The Librarian - Arcana 21

Most mysterious of the Classes is the lost Librarian, whose Crestone has been unaccounted for for centuries—though blueprints remain. Representing both the archivist and the archive, it represents ultimate knowledge, wisdom, and understanding. Whereas the Crafter seeks to build for constructive ends and the Mage revels in his power, the Librarian toils for enlightenment’s sake alone. 

The Librarian represents the end of a journey and reflection, whether it is the fulfillment of a dream and the honoring of a great achievement, or a false, unfulfilling end brought by shortcuts and a lack of closure. 

Upright: Completion, Wholeness, Integration, Closure, End of the Journey. 

Reversed: Lack of Closure, Shortcuts, Delays, Unfulfillment, False End. 



“I suppose an undead lich with all the world’s secrets would indeed embody the Librarian well,” Simon conceded, “but I still don’t see your point.”

“All the Noble Classes represent an archetype. The Commander is the general leading soldiers in battle, the tactician with the plan, and the leader who always knows what action to take. Since my Lord Class is its vassal, understanding it let me figure out what worked best for it too.” Anna flipped the pages to the last one. “This particular edition was written before the Reformation, back when the Overlord was a reviled symbol of evil rather than the sanitized version the Church of the Light created through censorship.”

The picture of the Overlord was most frightening, and indeed nothing like the stern but fair emperor-like card from the modern Fatebinding edition. Simon’s Class appeared as a vile and cruel archdemon with a dragonlike serpent coiling around his neck, his boot firmly crushing a defeated hero’s face underfoot.


Overlord - The Numberless Arcana 

Created by a demon in opposition to all other Noble Classes, the Overlord alone draws its power from the Dark; whereas the other arcanas represent all that is heroic and virtuous in our kind, the Overlord embodies all that is evil and wicked. It is the adversary that degrades, corrupts, and humiliates heroes; the destroyer who revels in pointless carnage; the maker of monsters whose twisted creations despoil what is fair and beautiful; the demon that bears poisoned gifts and lures fools into selling their souls; the tyrant that seizes power through strength and rules through terror. Its sole purpose is to dominate all that it can seize and destroy what it cannot, embodying heartless order, absolute selfishness, and savage chaos.

The Overlord is the most recent addition to the Fatebinding Tarot and trumps the other arcanas. Unique among all cards, the Overlord is a purely negative force, and drawing it is always an ill omen, either representing calamity or a terrible obstacle for good to overcome. 

Upright: Adversity, Domination, Tyranny, Enslavement, Triumph of Evil Forces.

Reverse: Destruction of Property, Loss of Values, Strife, Humiliation, Calamity. 



“So my Class represents all that is bad and wrong in the world,” Simon deadpanned, “I already know that.”

“Yes, but I think we underestimated the real issue.” Anna took a deep breath. “The Overlord Class was created by an archdemon who wanted to kill heroes, enslave the world, and drown it all in darkness. It was made by an asshole for assholes… and you aren’t one, Simon.”

Only then did the truth hit Simon like a brick to the face. “The Overlord is not a fair ruler; they’re a tyrant who’s in it for themselves.”

“Exactly, and I think that’s the detail my dad missed. He thought you would passively gain experience the way our Classes do, merely from acting like a ruler, but that’s not enough in your case. Maybe the reason you don’t gain as much experience as I do from these audiences is because you aren’t mistreating our subjects.”

Simon scowled. As far as he remembered, everyone had always been terrified of an audience with Balzam Magnos, because one was never certain how it would turn out for the petitioner. He was as likely to offer a reward as to inflict terrible punishment in a fit of arbitrary cruelty. No one in their right mind took his judgments for granted.

Simon knew from recent experience that his father had been twisted long before he ascended the Crimson Throne, but maybe his cruelty prospered because it offered a twisted symbiosis with his Class. The more vicious his rule, the tighter his grip on power, and the more experience he received.

Tiella’s telepathic voice, carried by the Brand of Sloth, soon echoed in his mind. “Your Majesty, where are you?!”

“My study,” Simon replied. Was that dread he sensed in her voice?

“The beasts you slay aren’t exactly paladins or holy defenders of the people either,” Anna pointed out, being unaware of the mental discussion. “You’re not binding more subjects by distributing brands, or claiming power by force.”

“We would have a rebellion on our hands within a fortnight if I started acting like my father,” Simon pointed out.

“I know… but everyone was too scared of your father to even try.” Anna sighed. “I think you’re trapped. You can’t gain much non-combat experience unless you reveal yourself as the Overlord and act like it, but if you do that, then the cat is out–”

A frantic knock on the door startled them. “Your Highness, Anna!” Tiella called out. “Please open up now!”

“I was grading my fiancé,” Anna replied playfully. “If you want a remedial lesson–”

“There’s no time! We need to leave!” she all but shouted through the door, her panic intense. “It has begun!”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest, as he immediately figured out what had just happened. He exchanged a glance with Anna, with the two of them quickly putting on their clothes before opening the door. Tiella waited on the other side, clad in her Dreadnought armor, which looked almost identical to Leonard’s except it was entirely white rather than blue and slightly slimmer. A group of soldiers bearing the House Paimon emblem stood behind her, looking rather grim.

Oh, and their blades were drenched in blood. Simon couldn’t forget that detail.

Anna immediately put on her Class outfit the moment she noticed it. “Whose blood is that, Tiella?”

“Priests and inquisitors,” Tiella replied with a hint of guilt and shame. “We tried to parlay, but… they didn’t give us a choice.” She presented Simon with a letter bearing Lord Maublanc’s seal. “This was teleported directly to our rookery, alongside orders to move to a new safehouse. The Commander’s work.”

Simon scowled as he opened the message to find it hastily handwritten by his own future father-in-law. He already guessed what to expect before he even saw the truth spelled out on the first lines.


They know. 

Dassein has been leading troops into Telluria’s heartlands to fight some scalefolk warlord; I don’t know what he found there, but what he reported let Louis connect the dots, and Euphemia’s spies informed her in turn. They all know. 

High Confessor Mastemo has sent an order to every priest and inquisitor in the Berwick Islands to capture you alive. An elite group of Templars, led by Lady Beatrice herself, is on its way to my domain as we speak. Avoid them at all costs. 

Euphemia has publicly announced your father’s death, declared herself empress, and seized control of the capital. Thalas has done the same with Beleth, and Cocagne is set to support their claim. All lords are proclaiming for one Party or the other. 

My intelligence indicates Louis is set to retaliate with an all-out attack on all non-affiliated imperial command centers, Castle Carcas included. I don’t know what form the operation will take, but my spies believe it will happen tonight. Both sides know I will not surrender you, so they will not negotiate. 

I’m on my way back to the mainland. You will take Anna to a secure location and wait for me to meet with you. Trust no one.



I knew this would happen, Simon thought grimly as he folded the letter. He should have convinced Lord Maublanc to bear the Brand of Sloth earlier, if only to improve communications between them. I gave away too many hints. 

Anna gave him a sharp look, having already guessed the situation. “I take it the wedding is delayed?”

“Yes,” Simon replied with a scowl. “The civil war has begun.”



They left Fort Corinte like thieves on horseback.

The ‘safehouse’ was located to the far north of the fort, deep past the wetlands and into the nearby marshes. The group traveled light, hardly a dozen men, including Simon, Anna, and Tiella herself. They had galloped through the wetlands well past sunset, which had been plenty of time for Simon to think about what had gone wrong.

He could guess what had happened: Dassein had either encountered Vouivre in Telluria or learned that she had killed Casval without inheriting the Overlord Class, which thus confirmed that Balzam Magnos’ testament was a forgery. It had probably taken mere minutes for Louis and Euphemia to realize Simon was the only one to have benefited from the fake will and then suspiciously fled to a faraway, well-protected region under one of the late Balzam’s loyalists.

Two months, Simon thought. It had been a little over two months since Balzam Magnos had been murdered. It will only take two months for the imperial factions to come to blows, even with a decoy to distract them with. 

He had known a civil war was all but inevitable without an Overlord on the throne, but events still moved too fast for his taste. Louis and Euphemia hadn’t even tried to convince Lord Maublanc to surrender him peacefully, which meant they were either desperate to recover the Overlord Class quickly to solidify their claim… or were confident in their victory.

They must both have hidden resources, or secret weapons stashed somewhere, Simon guessed. They wouldn’t be so daring otherwise.

He solved half of that mystery at nightfall, when the group heard a booming noise coming from the horizon; a rumble spreading into the clouds, alongside the familiar howl of mana-powered engines.

“What is that?” Anna asked with a frown, her head perking up.

Simon recognized the sound even before he saw them. “Airships.”

They appeared over the horizon, coming from the western mainland, red and black and terrible, massive vessels of metal carried by mighty propellers flying over the sea. They were cruiser-class military airships, twice the size of the one Simon had used to fly to Telluria and the Berwick Islands. The empire was only supposed to have five of them as part of its flagship fleet.

Yet Simon counted ten of them soaring towards the Berwick Islands, ready to bathe them in fire and brimstone, all of them proudly bearing the three crossed swords emblem of the War Party.

No way Louis would send them all here while Euphemia holds the capital, Simon thought as he struggled to believe his eyes. This can only mean one thing. 

Louis had an entire airship fleet stashed somewhere.

  

    
        Chapter 30: Lord of the Berwick Islands (8)

    
    
    
    
  Simon could see the fires from leagues away.

The largest port on the Berwick Islands’ northwest was the city of Balmos, home to over fifty thousand inhabitants according to the latest imperial census. While most of Lord Maublanc’s war navy docked in Carcas, Balmos still hosted quite a few galleys meant to intercept whoever dared to attack the island. Conquering it would be a priority for any invasion force.

Louis’ airship fleet didn’t bother to seize it. It simply followed the true-and-tried procedure used by the Imperial Air Force against enemy states: aerial bombardments from mages casting fireball after fireball from their airships’ decks.

Simon had watched the horrific scene from atop a hill in the distance, his fiancée covering her mouth in horror at the fiery spectacle. The airships had set the city ablaze in a vicious onslaught until the flames and plumes of smoke reached all the way to the clouds, then continued their course eastward on their way to Carcas. No doubt they would visit the same treatment upon all fortresses they found in preparation for an amphibious landing.

Airships flew too high for most siege engines to reach, but House Paimon’s troops included entire squads of griffin riders among their number and Lord Maublanc was a terrific strategist. The Berwick Islands should be able to mount a successful counteroffensive once they mobilized, yet losses would continue to mount in the meantime.

Did Lauriane authorize this raid? Simon couldn’t believe it. His sister wouldn’t stand for this brutal annihilation, especially if it risked harming him or Anna. Did Louis sideline her or keep her in the dark? If only I could talk to her…

Simon couldn’t help but recall his discussion with Louis in an earlier reign, when he compared the people of the capital to vermin and complained about overpopulation. Was this his solution? There was no way Louis could have built a fleet this size in only two months, so he must have been building up his forces in secret long before their father’s death…

Simon glanced at his fiancée, who stared at the burning city in the distance with a hollow gaze and forlorn expression. She visibly struggled to hold back tears at the sight of her homeland ablaze.

“These are our people,” Anna lamented. “Our subjects, yet Louis would turn his weapons against them all the same. I didn’t… I couldn’t imagine…”

Simon took a deep breath. “Anna–”

“He will pay for this.” Anna ground her teeth so hard that Simon could hear them creak. “I swear to you, Simon. Louis will pay for this barbarous act.”

“He will,” Simon reassured her. “We will rally the Islands’ forces and storm the mainland the same way our fathers did.”

It was more of a wish than a promise at this point, but Anna was right. Such senseless destruction couldn’t go unpunished. The mere fact that Louis could even conceive of bombing their own population made Simon worry about what would become of Endymion should he take control of it.

“Anna, Simon, we need to go before they spot us,” Tiella called out to them.

“A last-minute escape through the woods wasn’t my idea of a honeymoon, but you were right about one thing, Simon,” Anna said as they rejoined their escort. She was trying to lighten up the mood a bit, but Simon could tell from her scowl that she was only putting on a brave face to deal with the situation. “My life will never be boring with you in it.”

Simon wished that it could have been a good thing.

“These last few months were the best of my life,” he admitted. “I thought I would need to abandon the Magnos name to finally taste happiness, but I was wrong.” He shook his head in shame and guilt. “I just wish those days of peace could have lasted longer.”

Anna’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You couldn’t have done anything.”

She meant well, but she was wrong. Simon could have been more prudent and avoided giving himself away. He could have married her without bringing war to her doorstep. Simon had the perfect life within his grasp, and he let it all slip through his fingers because of his misplaced greed.

This reign had gone off the rails, and he still had so many of them ahead of him…

No, I shouldn’t think this way, Simon told himself as they rode into the woods towards the safehouse. This is only the start of a long battle. I’ll have to live with my mistakes, but I can still make the best out of this situation. I have Anna, Tiella, and a social status I could only dream of once… I can’t throw all the good things away with the bad. I can’t go back and lose everything. 

So long as Simon had Anna by his side, he could do anything. He refused to lose the time he had spent with her.

The marshes and woods ahead were thick with thorny bushes, a dense canopy that partially obscured the stars, and faint mist hanging in the air. Owls chirped and wolves howled to the moon as the wind blew the smell of distant smoke through the whistling leaves.

Perhaps it was the fear of discovery or the tension in the air playing with his mind, but Simon began to feel watched. He could see that his allies also shared his sense of unease as their horses slowed down upon entering a wide clearing, before finally stopping.

“What’s going on?” Simon inquired.

The horses remained eerily quiet.

Simon’s Perks compelled animals to see him as a figure of authority and allowed him to talk to them. His words should have at least elicited a response, yet their mounts simply stared into the woods.

Anna immediately put on her Class outfit. “They’ve been charmed.”

Immediately realizing the danger, Simon subtly cast his Fiendmask spell and put on a fake Dreadnought outfit to hide the Overlord armor. Tiella and their escort also changed, with the latter being a balanced crew of plate-wearing Knights and spear-wielding Soldiers. Both were mass-produced Vassal Classes that lacked extraordinary abilities, but could hold their own in a fight.

Everyone unhorsed and formed a defensive circle as the forest literally shifted around them. Branches and trunks subtly moved to reveal shadows surrounding the group from all sides. Most of them were humans wearing owl masks and feather cloaks, each of them armed with bows, sarbacanes, or axes; likely disguised hunters and foresters from nearby settlements.

But the ambushers included other tribes among them. Tiny fairies hardly taller than Simon’s own finger darted around on wildly colored butterfly wings; a pair of dire tigers, each the size of a horse, growled at Simon’s group; and he even caught a glimpse of an elven woman bearing a bow of white wood pointed straight at him.

Their leader arose from the ground like a woman rising from water.

She was a creature of great beauty, tall, with skin the color of bark and green leaves for hair. She resembled an elf, albeit with moss for a dress and eyes pale like milk. She looked young, fit, and fertile, like the forest she ruled over and the young manatree whom she embodied.

A dryad had come to greet them.

This is bad, Simon thought as he immediately attempted to parlay. “The Green Mother, I presume?”

He had heard dryads could speak and understand the tongues of all living things. That one answered him in common Endymian with a voice akin to rustling leaves in the wind.

“You would know of my name, you fiend who has helped the white priests burn so many of my children.” The dryad’s fair face twisted into an expression of absolute hatred and disgust. “You reek of the Dark. It pours out of your soul like magma out of a volcano and burns hotter than your metal birds’ flames. Your every step befouls this land, demon.”

“I am no fiend, nor your foe,” Simon replied in a desperate attempt to de-escalate the situation. “Let us through, and we may part in peace.”

“There can be no peace with the Overlord, only death or slavery.”

For a very brief moment, Simon hoped she only spoke in metaphor, and that she simply referred to the Overlord as the figurative embodiment of the empire… until he saw the glare she sent him; the pure and naked hatred she felt not only for him as a person, but all that he represented.

She knew.

“How?” Simon asked, his men exchanging glances. He guessed that Lord Maublanc had likely briefed them on his true identity, since they were to escort him to a safe place.

The Green Mother sneered with disdain. “Humans see this place as an island cut away from everything, but my people’s roots connect all across the world. My sisters from Illusea have told me of the vile Balzam’s death, and that you deceived your own kin to slither your way into my forest, Simon of Endymion.”

How could they—did the elves have spies among Euphemia or Louis’ inner circles? That didn’t matter right now. Simon could tell she wouldn’t let them escape the woods without a fight.

Her manatree is very young and we’re far from it, so she shouldn’t be able to use her most dangerous abilities or call powerful monsters to help her, Simon thought while recalling the bestiaries he had read. Killing her will only be a temporary measure so long as her tree stands, but she should be down for at least a few days. 

Nonetheless, the very forest around them answered her commands. Fighting her meant fighting the land, the air, the wind, the trees, unless…

Unless he wrestled control of it all.

“Leave this incarnation of evil to us, so that his foulness may be sealed away beneath the earth,” the dryad told Simon’s allies. “The rest of you may depart my forest with your lives.”

“This is pointless,” Anna argued, her finger pointing in Balmos’ direction, “invaders are bombarding our home as we speak! Our forests will burn, and our people will suffer unless we repel them!”

“Your cities will indeed burn, Lady of House Paimon, as they have many times in the past… but these lands and forests are vast, and my children have many places to hide. They have survived far worse than your metal birds. The Overlord, however, is a threat to all life in this world and cannot be allowed to flee.” Wind blew through the Green Mother’s hair of leaves, and her courtiers readied their bows. “I will ask you again for the last time. Leave this wicked demon to us and go on to defend your cities, or perish.”

Anna glanced at Simon. She looked deeply, deeply unhappy about how all of this turned out… and maybe a little excited.

“You are lucky that you’re good in the sack, Simon,” Anna said, a rapier manifesting in her hand. “I cannot be widowed before I’m even married.”

Simon triggered his ultimate weapon right as the archers fired their arrows. A rain of them fell upon the group, with their escort and Tiella raising a wall of shields to intercept them.

“Land of Darkness!” Simon shouted upon dropping his disguise. “Dreadful Aura!”

Miasma poured out of his hand, and the forest screamed.

His Dreadful Aura inspired fear in all weaklings that witnessed him, and terror proved stronger than magical compulsion. The horses were the first to run away, alongside most cultists and nearby animals—when they didn’t merely freeze in place. Many of his allies would have suffered the same fate if not for a certain helper.


Anna Paimon’s Leadership III boosted your stats and shielded your allies from Terror!



They were truly a match made in the Light.

The elf archer didn’t run, and neither did the fairies nor the tigers. The latter two leaped and pounced at the group, with Tiella swiftly intercepting one with her shield and two Knights engaging the other in a clash of swords and claws. The elf archer moved in front of the Green Mother to shield her and fired an arrow that nailed a soldier in the eye, but it was the fairies that proved most troublesome. Magic swirled from their hands and materialized into enormous boulders they flung in the middle of the soldiers’ formation, crushing one and forcing the rest to disperse. The sight of tiny fairies materializing and firing such projectiles from nothing was quite the absurd sight, and proof that magic was the great equalizer.

Simon himself charged straight for the Green Mother. A black miasma crystal appeared in his hand and darkness poured out of it, causing the dryad’s face to strain in pain and disgust. Shadows lengthened across the woods as his power grew.


Lord of the Demon Castle boosted your stats!



His ability could transform any natural or artificial landmark into a Dungeon; true to his guess, that included the forest they were in.

Nonetheless, Simon could tell the Green Mother’s influence clashed with his own like two colors refusing to mix. She waved her hands and caused a wall of thorns to erupt from the ground to separate her archer friend and herself from the rest of the melee.

I have a chance so long as I keep the buffs up, Simon thought as he lunged forward, using his Elemental Saber spell to cloak his sword in fire. I can’t let her recover from the shock. 

Empowered by Anna’s buffs and his own, Simon lunged faster than the wind and cut through the entire wall of thorns in a single blazing swing. His victory was short-lived as a colossal mass of roots and fungi sprang from the ground in front of him. A towering monster with great vine tentacles each the length of adult pines and a toothy flower-maw for a face erupted from the ground. It carried the elf archer and the Green Mother on its back.

The monster’s grasping tendrils immediately lunged at Simon, who narrowly dodged by rolling to the side. The archer immediately used the opportunity to nail him in the shoulder with an arrow. It should have bounced off his armor, but somehow managed to puncture it and reach all the way to his flesh.


Supereffective damage!



Gritting his teeth, Simon powered through the pain and ran around the giant plant monster in an attempt to avoid being squashed. The Green Mother was incanting something from atop her warbeast, and the sound of booming thunder answered her.

Realizing the danger, one of Simon’s Soldiers threw his spear at the dryad like a javelin in an attempt to impale her. The elven archer fearlessly jumped in the projectile’s way and took the hit for her mistress, the weapon impaling her through the neckline and goring its way out of her back. Her blood sprayed the plant monster’s back and the dryad alike as she collapsed dead at her mistress’ feet.

“Leila!” the Green Mother called out in fury. Lightning immediately fell from the sky and struck the Soldier who had slain her courtier, killing him.

Yet the corpse did not fall.

The Class outfit dissipated, but the remains of the Soldier rushed at the plant monster in spite of the burning, lethal wounds it had taken. The corpse lunged forward with little to no regard for its safety, scratching and biting it in spite of the task’s futility.

He wasn’t the only one. The Green Mother gasped in horror when her own archer rose from the dead, the spear that killed her still stuck in her corpse, and lunged at her former mistress in an attempt to tear out her throat with her bare teeth. A dead tiger, slain cultists, and other animal carcasses began to swarm the plant monster from all sides.

Duchar was right to wonder about whether or not a Dungeon could raise both old corpses and freshly made ones. As it turned out, every cadaver within range would answer its call to arms.

Weak zombies were no match for the plant creature and it swiftly crushed them by the dozens, but the distraction allowed Simon to climb on its back. He soon found himself facing the Green Mother after she forced her former elf ally off the creature.

“You foul fiend…” the Green Mother hissed at Simon, her nails turning into sharp branch-spears. Thunder echoed above them, closer, louder. “You dare enslave the dead?!”

“Do you feel the Dark now?” Simon taunted the dryad as he raised his sword for the kill. “Do you feel my power creeping on your bark? Does it fill your sap with fear?”

“We have slain your vile father,” the Green Mother replied coldly. “We shall slay you too, heir of Mardok.”

What did she just say? No, it had to be a bluff. He couldn’t let her unbalance him.

“Bring me her head, Simon!” Anna commanded from below as she skewered the last living tiger with a flurry of rapier thrusts too quick for the eye to follow; likely some Lord active Perk. “And I will let you take me all night!”


Anna Paimon’s Inspiring Command granted you a guaranteed critical hit!



Not quite the most verbose battle cry, but it invigorated Simon nonetheless.

The Green Mother tried to slice Simon’s head off with a feral strike, but she lacked a warrior's finesse. Anticipating the blow, Simon swiftly dodged it and retaliated with a mighty swing. Such a blow would have cut a man in half, yet it only reached halfway into the Green Mother’s chest. Her body felt closer to stone than bark when it came to resistance. The fiery effect of the Elemental Saber barely inflicted any damage.

Simon's sword briefly became stuck, which allowed the Green Mother to strike him like a viper. Her branch-nails struck his chest deep enough to draw blood and narrowly missed his heart.

Thankfully, that turned out to be a blessing in disguise. The Green Mother shrieked as Simon’s poisonous blood ate through her bark and softened it, allowing Simon to pull back his blade and strike her again like a lumberjack. His blow nearly carved her in two from the waist down, and the third strike was guaranteed to be fatal.

“This vessel is but a shell,” the Green Mother warned with eerie nonchalance. “I shall return.”

She was right, but it didn’t stop Simon from bisecting her in a single swing.

The rush that followed—both the first level-ups he had had in a month and the most intense one yet—was perhaps the greatest thrill in his life, second to his first night with Anna.


Level 21 Overlord Perk: Warmonger III (Passive): You instinctually understand how to ride any creature and cannot be dismounted by force.

Level 22 Overlord Perk: Dreadful Aura II (Active): Your followers are terrified of disappointing you. Allies within range of your Dreadful Aura receive a stat bonus when following your commands or fighting on your behalf; this effect is heightened for those bearing one of your Devil Brands. 

Level 23 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster I (Passive): You can craft enchanted Accessories, such as rings or brooches, but you must use miasma in their creation.



Three new levels at once!

Simon read his new Perks, and that proved a deadly distraction. A mighty tendril grabbed him by surprise and then smashed him against the forest floor.

“Simon!” he heard Anna shout, followed by the roar of the monstrous plant.

Simon thought slaying the Green Mother would cause her creature to go inert, but the sight of the monster opening its gaping maw at him dashed that hope. The thunder didn’t abate either, and continued to grow louder and–

Wait.

Not thunder.

Simon looked up to the night sky, horror seizing his heart when he saw airships flying above the forest and indiscriminately raining down fire until a wall of flames engulfed the forest’s edge. He couldn’t tell if this was an intentional attempt to smoke them out or an indiscriminate campaign of destruction, and it wouldn’t matter either way. The bombardments would reach them in minutes.

“Run!” Simon shouted at Anna, Tiella, and the handful of surviving Knights. Only a single fairy bombarding them with spells and the plant monster remained. He rammed his blazing sword into the creature’s tentacle, and though it hurt it, the abomination still refused to loosen its grasp. “Run away!”

“Not without you!” Anna shouted back,

“Run!” Simon insisted, even as the plant monster attempted to swallow him whole. Simon barely managed to hang on to its teeth with a well-placed Shadowchain spell, resisting its pull. All he could see now was a gullet, but it didn’t stop him from shouting more warnings. “Run!”

He had no idea whether Anna heard or followed his order. All he could hear in response was the sound of thunder, followed by waves of searing heat.

His family’s war machines rained down fire upon them all, finishing off what the forest could not.

  

    
        Chapter 31: Simon the Adventurer (1)

    
    
    
    
  Simon was getting sick of fire.

How many times had he perished by flames at this point? Four times, five? Each time worse than the last.

When he found himself facing the Crimson Throne again, Simon could only muster a gaping sense of anguish. He had lost the happiest life he had ever had.

He had lost Anna.

Would she be the same person now that he had turned back time? Would one different word of his, one small choice, put her on a wholly different path? And what had happened to the Anna he had loved? Would her timeline carry on beyond his death, with his fiancée mourning his loss or perishing in the flames of Louis’ madness? Or had she been erased alongside all of that reign’s history?

Did anything he do until the final reign even matter?


This is the eighth of your hundred reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Lovestruck. 

The Lovestruck: You have found love and lost it; and it won’t be the last time. You can transfer any Ailment you suffer from to anyone you are legally married or engaged to, so they share the pain too. 



Of course that cursed throne would find a way to twist the knife in his heart.

Simon was also bothered by what the Green Mother said before his death. Elves and their kind had constantly supported anti-Overlord groups over the centuries and the feud remained strong. Did they truly have a hand in Balzam’s final death? Or something to do with Firewand’s disappearance in the last reign?

These questions haunted him even as he woke up to the sight of his sister shaking him awake.

“Put on your pants and come with me,” Lauriane ordered, dressed for a battle she had long been preparing for. “We don’t have much time.”

Simon stared at her, many conflicting feelings swelling in his heart. “Someone gutted father like a fish, alongside his concubine.”

Lauriane’s eyes widened. “Did you see it?”

“That and… other things.” Simon cleared his throat. “Would you burn the Berwick Islands, Lauriane?”

“What?” Lauriane blinked in surprise, before frowning. “Is that a dream you had?”

“I had… yes,” Simon said. He had learned he could mention previous reigns if he worded them as dreams or prophecies rather than the truth. “I dreamt of airships bearing the War Party’s emblem burning the Berwick Islands. It felt as vivid as my dreams about Father’s death.”

Lauriane briefly pondered his words. Simon knew from other reigns that she actually believed he had a prophetic ability of some sort, so she did give it serious consideration.

“Anna is like family to me, and the Berwick Islands are where my own mother is buried–” If only she knew. ”I don’t think I would have it in me to lead such an attack, unless…”

Everything before a ‘but’ or an ‘unless’ does not count, Simon thought grimly.

“Unless House Paimon acted against our family.” Lauriane’s face seemed carved from a statue. “Blood is blood, Simon. If I had to choose between saving you, or even Thalas or Norbelle, and invading the Berwick Islands… I would not hesitate. Not for a single second.” Lauriane sighed upon seeing Simon’s expression. “I’m sorry. I can tell that’s not the answer you would have liked to hear, but that is how I feel.”

“No, no… I understand.” Simon shook his head. “It was just a dream.”

Lauriane marked a short pause before answering, “I hope it was.”

She must have thought Lord Paimon held me against my will, or Louis hid things from her, Simon told himself. Still, the fact that she could conceive a raid like the one he had witnessed against their own subjects left him uneasy. That was a side of Lauriane he had never seen before, and he wasn’t sure he liked it.

Simon promised Lauriane he would join her after getting dressed, then sat on his bed in an attempt to clear his thoughts. He had given himself away by asking for too much in the last reign’s testament and then making Casval his catspaw, which had resulted in Dassein somehow tracking down Vouivre and learning the truth. Would he get away with it if he only asked for legitimization and Anna’s hand while sending the court factions on a wild cockatrice chase? He could do the reign all over again, refine it until he could sit out the inevitable civil war with Anna at his side, watching from the sidelines in peace…

No.

Foreknowledge was useless without the power to protect those he loved.

“I have had enough of dying,” Simon muttered to himself. “Enough is enough.”

He needed more experience and levels, especially if Anna’s theory about the Overlord Class only growing in power if he acted cruelly towards others was correct. Louis’ airship fleet proved that the factions at court had been preparing for war for a while now, and that a conflict was inevitable; a battle he had no hope of surviving without obtaining greater strength.

He needed an Adventurer-type Crestone, and he had a good idea of who could help him in finding one.



This time, Balzam Magnos’ testament neither legitimized nor ennobled Simon. It only mentioned letting him pick a handful of slaves as inheritance, then named Laurent Linconnu as the Overlord’s heir. This would ensure that Simon remained beneath everyone’s notice.

Once everyone was too busy with finding a nonexistent Overlord candidate, Simon discreetly petitioned for an audience with Lady Shabram as part of the investigation of his father’s death, which she granted.

Simon had never visited her office in any previous reigns, and he had to admit it looked a lot less impressive than he would have expected. Certainly, it was a rather spacious room with a manticore fur carpet covering the stone floor, a large work desk with its comfortable leather chest, and a sofa, but the only noteworthy pieces of furniture were the vast bookshelves taking up most of the walls and a black piano tucked into a corner. The office lacked any windows and only had one entrance, likely to prevent easy access to the collected information within.

“Greetings, Lord Simon,” Lady Shabram courteously greeted him once he arrived, the door audibly locking on its own once he walked in. He guessed her office was likely the most secure room in the entire castle. “I’m told you had information that could help us elucidate His Majesty’s death?”

Simon skipped the pleasantries. “You know, don’t you?”

She feigned ignorance. “Would we be having this conversation if I knew who had slain your father?”

“No need to play coy. You must have known the moment divination spells failed to affect me, which was likely the very first thing you did when you saw Father’s corpse in his bed. Am I wrong?”

Simon had purposefully avoided falsifying his stats with Anathemic Secrecy II to check his theory, so anyone trying to use divination on him would come up with a blank. The fact Shabram held his gaze, her demure expression turning into a calculating gaze, confirmed his suspicions.

She knew.

She knew, and she had known in all the previous reigns too, yet she never said anything about it.

“So you did forge the testament,” Lady Shabram said, her expression giving nothing away. “Did you kill him? Your father?”

“No,” Simon replied.

“Yet the Crimson Throne still chose you.” Shabram sat behind her desk, legs crossed. “Do you know who killed your father then?”

“No, and I hoped you could enlighten me on that front.”

Lady Shabram quickly dashed that hope. “I have my suspicions, but nothing conclusive. His Majesty had so many enemies in this castle that I wonder if they all somehow worked together to coordinate his assassination. Given his power, multiple parties must have worked in concert in order to bring him down.”

“I…” Simon cleared his throat. “I think an elf or dryad might have been involved.”

“Is that so?” Lady Shabram nodded. “I’ve also had the suspicion that Illusea managed to plant a spy in our inner circle somehow. They always knew too much in spite of our countermeasures to block the Oracle.”

Simon squinted in disbelief. “You’re not even asking how I would know that?”

“Why would I?” she asked playfully. “I was explicitly ordered by your father to take anything you would say to me at face value and act accordingly, should you show up with the Overlord Class. It is proof you are the strongest.”

“The… strongest?”

“His strongest child. The most ruthless and capable. The one worthy to sit on the Crimson Throne and to carry the Overlord's grand quest for world domination.” Lady Shabram scoffed. “Do you think all these disputes at court happened by accident? Your father could have easily resolved them, yet he intentionally let those grudges fester. Why?”

“Divide and conquer?” Simon guessed. That would fit Balzam Magnos’ style. “Factions wasting time fighting each other couldn’t unseat him.”

“That is only half correct; the other was natural selection. He wanted to see which of his children, trueborn or otherwise, would make the cut.” Lady Shambram moved towards a seemingly random bookshelf and began to search through it. “Do you know how Imperial Intelligence works?”

Simon scowled. “Broadly.”

“All information is centralized in my office, often called the Household, which is assisted by a multitude of small organizations like the Topography Office, the Imperial Security Bureau, the Bureau of Statistics, the Naval Intelligence Agency, and a web of agencies so vast you’ve likely never heard of half of them. Among those intelligence services is one we call the Imperial Guard, tasked with the twin purpose of both protecting the royal family and keeping an eye on them.”

The spymistress’ lips stretched into a smile, her hand reaching out for a certain file.

“The division tasked with your surveillance, Simon, is almost as large as all the others combined,” she said. “The office’s very first task, long before I became the Spymaster, was to track you and your mother down. Your father had you under surveillance since almost the day you were born.”

Simon remained quiet as she opened the file and began to read aloud from it.

“On the 8th of Frimaire 386, the child caught a cold. His mother kept him at home all day, serving him potato soup to help him recover.” Lady Shabram flipped to another page. “21st of Germinal 387, the child got into a fight with a girl called Alice at eleven in the morning, throwing mud at her face. His mother scolded him at thirteen in the afternoon and forced him to help the baker down the street carry flour as punishment.”

A shiver ran down Simon’s spine. He recalled that fight, and the aching in his legs after a day of transporting bags too heavy for a young child to carry.

“We had orders to track your family’s movements until you were seven years old, at which point a certain Lorean merchant would make contact with your mother,” Lady Shabram said after closing the book. “We were to seize you at this date and then keep you under strict surveillance during your stay at Castle Frightwall, ensuring you never obtained any Crestone nor made contact with important non-Magnos dignitaries. It was a very confusing order. We had to keep you under constant surveillance and never let you do anything of importance, in spite of the fact you were obviously no threat in the first place.”

Simon’s blood froze in his veins as a terrible possibility crossed his mind. “I was brought here soon before my mother passed away… was that the truth?”

Lady Shabram stared at him uneasily before offering him the file. “The answer is written in this… but you won’t like what you find. In some cases, ignorance is bliss.”

No, it was not. That file felt so terribly heavy in Simon’s hand. It was almost as thick as a grimoire; the records of an entire life written down day by day. It made sense that Balzam Magnos would keep his son under watch after he had slain him so often in previous reigns, though it didn’t explain why he kept Simon alive. What happened to Eleanor proved that the late Overlord had no issues with kinslaying.

Why did Balzam Magnos keep Simon alive if he was such a constant threat to his life? And what did he do to his mother?

“What will Your Majesty do now?” Lady Shabram asked. “Surely not stay and rule, or else you would have announced the truth earlier.”

“I need to go west, to search for an Adventurer-type Vassal Class Crestone or an exp-boosting one.” Simon readied himself to put on the Overlord Class outfit at any sign of danger. “Will you stop me?”

“No.” Lady Shabram smiled demurely. “I can even assist you, if you want to disappear.”

“Why?” Simon couldn’t grasp her reasoning. She had known his identity in multiple past reigns, yet did absolutely nothing with that information. She neither approached him nor revealed the truth to any faction at court. “Is my father commanding you from beyond the grave? Why follow his orders now that he has perished?”

“Would you expect a spymaster to answer such a personal question?” she replied coyly. “My reasons are my own, but you need not concern yourself with them. It is unwise to become an Overlord’s enemy, and I shall not be among that number.”

She knew far more than she let on. Simon would bet his hand on it. Had his father briefed her on some secret plan before his demise?

“I hope you understand that your absence will lead to a civil war,” Lady Shabram warned Simon. “I will do what I can to delay it, but only an Overlord can maintain this empire of fear in one piece. Many will suffer without you.”

Simon scowled in frustration. She was right, but it couldn’t be helped. “I am too weak to change anything right now.”

“Hence why you seek an experience boosting ability, I presume?” Lady Shabram stroked her hair, her eyes assessing the man in front of her. “Have you ever boarded a mana-powered train, Your Majesty?”

“No, I have not.”

“One will depart in three days for Magvolia in the west. You will board it with two slaves of your choice—the retainers your father chose will almost certainly try to contact their families at some point and ruin everything, so it will have to be just slaves—then follow an itinerary I’ll provide you to a port and a ship meant for the western continent. I will arrange everything, including proper documentation and false identities.”

Simon didn’t like the sound of that. “The testament allows me pick five slaves–”

“You will take two,” Lady Shabram cut in sharply. “Too large a group brings too much attention, especially if you intend to take someone like Firewand with you.”

“How did you–” Simon clenched his teeth. He had indeed planned to take Agnes with him this time, both to interrogate her on the elves and test the limits of her sabotaged slave crest. “What do you know about her?”

“Mostly that your father called her his ‘experience turkey.’” Lady Shabram raised an eyebrow in amusement. “I assume you intend to kill her for level-ups once away from prying eyes.”

Simon’s eyes widened in horror as he put two and two together. One could not level up as an Overlord for the same thing twice in a row, but that limitation didn’t extend to lesser Classes. Balzam Magnos would have no doubt designed a way to quickly level-up in others in order to fuel his own Devour Crestone Perk.

Was that why past Overlords had kept such a powerful slave close to them? So they could repeatedly kill her for experience points?

“Apparently not,” Lady Shabram noted upon reading the horror on his face. “A surprising choice, but it is yours. Who else will you take with you?”

Simon pondered his answer. As Shabram said, picking his retainers would no doubt lead to increased scrutiny and cause their families to ask questions. Lorimor wouldn’t be too useful without access to Duchar’s Archive, and this reign would send them to the other side of the world.

There was only one person whose life he wanted to save from execution.

“I will take Firewand and Eole,” Simon decided.

“The kish girl?” It surprised Simon to learn that Shabram apparently knew of her. “She will stand out like a sore thumb, but that can be arranged. My men will come pick you up in three days’ time at night, and you will not tell a word of it to anyone until you return to us.”

Simon scoffed. “What makes you think I will?”

“You are the Overlord. For you, all roads lead back to the Crimson Throne.” Lady Shabram’s smile had such a sharp edge to it. “You will return to rule, and when that day comes, you shall find me at your side.”



That night, Simon retired to his room with books on magical rings he had pilfered from the library—he would end this reign with a Fire Immunity accessory one way or another—and his life story compiled by the intelligence service.

Everything was there, from the third year of his life—likely the moment when the newly built intelligence agency managed to send agents west—to the night before Balzam Magnos’ death. Spies had meticulously noted everything he had ever done, from the maids he kissed to the food he took to the books he read, even the hours at which he took a piss. Whoever read this document would likely know Simon almost as much as he knew himself. To Simon, who had had no contact with his mother in many years, this trove of information might very well be his last connection to his life before Castle Frightwall.

The only day not recorded was the one when the emperor’s agents took him away from his mother. That particular day’s notes had been replaced with a single letter written in a code unknown to him, but his Overlord Class would let him translate it anyway. Simon recognized his father’s handwriting from the Archives’ journals.

Part of him was afraid to read it, because he knew it would hurt; all other mentions of his mother past this letter had been removed to ensure he would have no other choice but to check it. This document contained the truth, and Simon had seen enough of Balzam’s cruelty to fear the worst.

Nonetheless, the faint hope that his mother might have been well, that her death could have been faked or altered, and the urge to find closure proved too strong. Simon mustered his courage and read the letter.


Simon,

If you are reading these pages, then you have slain me somehow, as I expected you to. I have no idea how you managed to do it, having done my best to defang you for years, but that was part of why you were the most worthy and resourceful of my children. You always found a way I couldn’t see coming. You kept my wits sharp. 

I have very conflicted feelings about your inheritance, but I suppose this is for the best. Enjoy your power, for you have earned it; our legacy is safe in your capable hands, and in time, all will come to fear your terrible name. 

However, the fact that you are here means that in spite of your victory, you must still be animated by pointless sentimentality about your mother—that very same weakness that required her elimination. Or perhaps you are looking for closure. I cannot give you the exact details without triggering the curse that we share, but I will do my best to grant you this small mercy.

Your mother, Destra, was a whore, and not a good one.

I understand this may not sound glamorous, but this is the plain truth. She was a baseborn washerwoman and camp follower who had caught my eye during my campaign against Gargauth, and who traded her favors for a silver coin. That was the price of your conception, and I remember feeling fleeced anyway. There have been dozens like her, so she faded out of my mind almost as soon as she left my tent. I never bothered to learn her name back then, which greatly complicated matters later.

It took me a very, very long time to realize you were my son, and even longer to figure out where you came from. I inherited a wartorn empire, so I wasted years tracking you down while you were still young. You cannot fathom the amount of resources I spent looking for you.

Your mother used her ill-gotten funds to emigrate west near Magvolia long before I conquered it. She found work in an alehouse, doing her best to raise you on her own. One of her clients was a man from Lore who would have taken the both of you to his homeland on the very day I brought you home. He would have married your mother, and the two of them would have raised you with love and kindness, filling your head with tales of chivalry, justice, and other foolishness.

In short, they would have made you weak. 

Can you fathom the disgust I felt when I saw you, my very own flesh and blood, carry the banner of the White Unicorn against the proud manticore which has been our emblem for generations? The humiliation this represented for our glorious house?

That was why I had them executed. Your mother and adoptive father both. They were thieves who had conspired to take my child—my property—away from me and paid the price for it.

Oh yes, Simon, your mother did not pass away peacefully as we told you. I was there, and I gave the order. I still have her skull stashed somewhere in Castle Frightwall, if you know where to look.

It is a father’s duty to remove bad influences so that their child can grow into the best version of themselves. You will understand once you become a parent yourself.

It was an act of love.

She suffered. I want you to know that. Your mother suffered, and when she asked me why she had to perish, I said that I had to do it for you. She died thinking you were responsible for her demise.

Does it hurt?

I know it does.

Carry this pain with you into eternity, my favorite son. This is your punishment for the crime of parricide.

With love,

Your father.



Simon stared at the letter with hands trembling with hatred, then tore it to pieces.

  

    
        Chapter 32: Simon the Adventurer (2)

    
    
    
    
  Simon was in a foul mood all the way to his departure. Balzam Magnos had been right: his letter had hurt Simon like few things ever did.

‘I still have her skull stashed somewhere in Castle Frightwall, if you know where to look.’

He had asked Lady Shabram if she had any idea where his mother’s skull could have been, but she unfortunately couldn’t help him with that. Considering what happened to Balzam’s wife, the skull might have been entombed in a random wall or worse. The mere knowledge that his mother’s remains had been so thoroughly despoiled infuriated Simon to his core. He promised himself he would find and put her to rest during one of his reigns.

Otherwise, he gave Shabram intel on Vouivre and Casval—which she took at face value without even asking how he found out about them—and gave advice to take them out as soon as possible before they could harm Anna or threaten Telluria. He didn’t know how she would proceed with that task, but the Household intelligence agency had been foiling coups and insurrections for decades. They could deal with the dragons. He also granted her the Brand of Sloth as well, ensuring they could communicate with each other telepathically from a distance.

Lady Shabram also provided him with a hefty file on Louis that he could read on his way to the west. Simon hoped to find information on that hidden airship fleet his half-brother had stashed away, though other questions continued to bother him, too.

‘If you are reading these pages, then you have slain me somehow, as I expected you to. I have no idea how you managed to do it, having done my best to defang you for years, but that was part of why you were the most worthy and resourceful of my children.’ 

These lines confused Simon the most. That would imply that Balzam had either changed his mind and named him as his successor after writing the letter, or that he had no influence on who inherited the Class.

Did that mean the testament couldn’t force the Overlord Class to pass on to a chosen heir? That would certainly explain why Gargauth hadn’t transferred it to Vouivre or Casval after his demise… but then why mention his name to Duchar or Shabram as his likely successor?

Unless… did Balzam name him as the next Overlord as a final attempt to screw him over?

If Simon had to become the Overlord, then he could have easily compelled the Keeper of the Throne to change the writing after the first reign; meanwhile, if anyone else had been picked, leaving a breadcrumb to Simon while he was still in Castle Frightwall would have all but guaranteed his assassination as revenge for past slights.

In Balzam’s mind, that was probably a win-win situation.

That dead bastard! Simon grit his teeth. I hope he rots in the Abyss!

Simon had had everything he ever wanted once. Everything. Had his father not intervened, he would have lived a simple life away from court with a family that loved him rather than a deadly vipers’ nest where half his relatives wanted him dead. He would have been raised with love and care, before growing up to purge his father’s evil from the world.

But Balzam had to ruin it all. He had done more than murder Simon’s mother; he had murdered his past and twisted it in his image, keeping him as a trophy and private joke only he could understand. Simon almost wished to revive that bastard just so he could kill him again.

At least the revelation within the letter also partly explained why he had ended up killing his father so often. Was it possible that Simon would have become a knight of Lore without his father’s intervention? The mention of the White Unicorn movement, which had historically gathered around the Paladin to oppose the current Overlord, would point that way. Balzam Magnos had robbed his son of his childhood, his mother, and his destiny, too.

But that was then, and this is now, Simon thought. He would have to live with the Overlord Class’ burden over ninety more times, unless he somehow found a secret to rid himself of it. Can this power be used for good? Mother would have raised me to become a knight, and it would spite Balzam’s spirit beyond the grave if I could use the Overlord for constructive purposes… 

Anyway, it wasn’t good to dwell on the future when he still lacked the power to shape it.

On the day before the planned departure, Simon welcomed Eole into his room like he did during the last reign, then proceeded to undo her slave seal and provide her with a letter of emancipation. He explained to her the danger that Vouivre represented, and that she was better off avoiding Telluria.

“Vouivre is looking for a powerful artifact hidden in the old kish capital’s palace, whose seal can only be broken by someone like you,” Simon informed a rather shocked Eole. “I would suggest returning to your sanctuary rather than Telluria, for everyone’s safety.”

“How do you know all of this? How can you speak our tongue?” she asked him, still struggling to process his words. “Who are you?”

“I’m a bastard’s bastard.” And somehow, that was still putting it lightly. “I am Simon Magnos, illegitimate son of the asshole ruining everyone’s lives from atop the Crimson Throne. And believe me or not, but I’ve had prophetic dreams since childhood. That’s how I learned your language and what Vouivre will do if she catches you.”

“I… I see.” Eole scowled. “Is this an attempt to protect your empire from an outside threat? To strangle a threat in the crib?”

“No, this is an attempt to protect countless innocents from a disaster, you included.” Simon sighed. “Great calamities are going to strike Endymion soon, and I’m too weak to prevent most of them. I have taken all the measures I can to at least preserve Telluria to the best of my ability, but this won’t happen if Vouivre gets her hands on you.”

“Calamities?” Eole met his gaze, her scowl deepening into one of sorrow. “You say I will be a bane on my people, even though I fought for their freedom?”

“I’m sorry, Eole, but yes.” Simon sympathized with her weakness and inability to change things for the better more than she thought. “Truth be told, I’m going to move west, to a land beyond this empire’s reach and the dangers that await it.”

“You wish to flee this wicked empire and your own family?” Eole shook her head in disbelief. “Why?”

“There’s something I have to do, and I…” Simon sighed, and gave her an earnest response. “I’m sick of it all.”

He was sick of his family’s wars, sick of Vouivre, sick of facing constant danger without the ability to strike back. As much as he valued Anna and Lauriane, a trip beyond Endymion’s borders would be a breath of fresh air.

“You are welcome to join me if you wish, or return home,” Simon said, like he did in the previous reign. “I don’t know where either future leads, or if you’ll be safe either way, but it’s better than the alternative.”

Simon asked the question as a pure courtesy, since he already knew Eole’s answer. She bit her lip, rubbed her arms, and then nodded to herself before declaring her refusal to–

“Yes.”

Huh? Simon’s head perked up in disbelief. “You want to come with me?”

“Yes, I would like to follow you west,” Eole replied calmly. “I owe you a debt for your kindness, Lord Simon, and I would like to see the lands beyond this corrupted realm.”

That was new.

What had caused her to change her mind? The fact he intended to leave Endymion and its oppressive institutions behind him, or the fact he was about to become a bastard on the run rather than a prince? Whatever the case, it was a rather pleasant surprise.

“Very well,” Simon replied. “There is something I must show you, but that will wait for tonight. Prepare yourself until then.”

He hoped freeing his other slave would go as well as this one.



True to her word, Lady Shabram sent guards to pick them up in the dead of night.

They brought Simon commoners' clothes, dye to turn his hair black, and false papers identifying him as Simon Legredo, son of a draper and a tailor, alongside money, maps, and anything he would need to start a new life elsewhere. The disguise was superfluous considering he could cast Fiendmask, but he followed Lady Shabram’s procedure anyway.

Besides black dye for her hair, Eole was given heavy robes that allowed her to keep her wings hidden by folding them beneath her arms and around her waist. She found it quite uncomfortable, but relented when Simon promised her they only needed to bear with it until they crossed the Dragonsea.

As for Agnes Firewand, she simply put on the same disguise he had her wear in Telluria, including a rounded fur hat to cover her ears. She was the same as Simon recalled her: a near-emotionless walking statue who followed every order to the letter without issue. She hardly spoke a word on their way to the train station.

Simon had never ridden a mana-powered train before. It was said that these devices once connected half the world before the Year of the Doom tore the old empire asunder. Only Muse made extensive use of them nowadays, by virtue of having the Crafter Noble Class to help design and build them. Though Endymion’s imperial army had repaired and repurposed the ancient railways to connect their dominions across the continent, they were starting to fall into disuse through a combination of commercial airships replacing them and regular monster attacks making maintaining the network expensive.

Simon nonetheless found watching that behemoth of steel enter the station at night an unforgettable experience. The machine resembled a colossal blue and grey metal worm far longer than any airship. Its locomotive was decorated with a skull-like effigy with smoking pupils to frighten away monsters on the rails, its chimney oozing steam, smoke, and mana. Its mighty wheels screeched as they slowed down on the tracks, and brass doors slid open to welcome them inside.

Imperial intelligence had purchased them three tickets with cabins in the sleeping car, with Agnes and Eole sharing one while Simon would keep to a smaller, individual one. All of them were finely lacquered with wood and red carpeted, with berths on one side and small seats facing a window on the other. Their itinerary would have them change to another train two days in, then reach a port on a third night for immediate departure to the western continent.

“Agnes,” Simon told the elf soon after departure. “I need to talk to you in private for a moment.”

“As you wish,” the elf replied emotionlessly before joining him inside his cabin. Simon noticed Eole giving them a strange look, but she didn’t ask anymore questions yet.

Once Simon and Agnes were alone, he locked the door behind them, then subtly positioned himself so that the elf was between the window and him. He knew he had no chance against Firewand in a straight fight if the password caused her malfunctioning slave brand to act up, so his best bet would be to throw her off the train with a surprise attack. The train had quickly taken pace and left Marthrone for the countryside.

“I have something to ask of you…” Simon took a deep breath as he faced the music. “Belzemine.”

The effect was immediate.

The slave mark on Firewand’s chest quickly expanded until it took over her neckline, rose up across her throat, and finally reached her forehead. Although it gave her a rather frightening appearance, her own expression remained unclouded and unperturbed, which somehow made her behavior all the more eerie.

Simon held her gaze, waiting for her to raise her hand and incinerate him the same way she had slain Leonard and his other retainers in a previous reign.

A tense minute passed, and he still lived.

“Raise your left arm,” Simon asked warily, with Agnes quickly obeying the order. “Pull up your sleeves.” She did so, revealing that the slave mark now reached all the way to her hands. “Are you in there? Are you aware of your actions?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“But you don’t have any other choice than to obey my orders.”

“Yes. By order of the Overlord, I must treat whoever speaks the password as the new Overlord.”

Simon scowled. On one hand, he was relieved to see that the password didn’t compel Agnes to immediately become a hardcore Gargauth loyalist; on the other hand, it meant anyone knowing it could turn her into a weapon. This potentially made Vouivre much more dangerous since she could relay the information to someone else.

“Powerful word then, this Belzemine,” Simon noted. “Does it have any significance?”

“It is…” Agnes Firewand looked down as if ashamed. It was the most emotional Simon had ever seen her. “Belzemine was my elven name, before Lord Mardok gave me a new one.”

There was something especially cruel about transforming the name she used as a free person into a command that robbed her of her free will. The more Simon learned about Gargauth, the more he wondered if the dragon might not have been his father’s equal in viciousness.

“So if I told you to attack the current Overlord, would you do it?” Simon asked. Even though he already knew the answer, he wanted to check the limits of the mark’s control.

“Yes.”

“You would obey me over the Overlord, even though your slave mark compels you to obey the current wielder of the Class?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. Her previous unease had passed, and her behavior reminded Simon more and more of a golem. “The command was woven into my slave crest when Lord Gargauth reapplied the mark to me soon after Lord Mardok’s death. Lord Balzam did not bother to do so, so the current Overlord’s command is not as absolute.”

Which implied he never discovered the loophole, likely because it was never activated during his reigns. That, or he never managed to connect Firewand to one of these ‘unknown’ assassination attempts.

“Can anyone else command you should they learn the password?”

Firewand shook her head. “I must obey the first person to have uttered the word, and no one else. You alone have my loyalty.”

Probably a countermeasure to ensure only Gargauth and his chosen heir could command her once the password became public knowledge. “Then answer my question,” Simon ordered her. “Did you have anything to do with my father’s death?”

“No,” Agnes Firewand replied.

Simon’s tongue clicked in his mouth, having hoped for an easy answer. That reduced the range of suspects at least… “Do you know who did it? Or suspect anyone in particular?”

“As I told Lady Shabram, I am certain the blade that slew His Late Majesty was of elven design.”

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise. He didn’t know that. “How so?”

“According to my autopsy, the blade that slew His Majesty was almost certainly forged from an alloy of orichalchos and adamantine, and included various effects such as Anti-Heal to negate regeneration, Necrophobia to prevent auto-raise, Damage Transfer Disruption to ensure the attack could not be redirected to another, Demonslayer for maximum damage, and a few others I could not identify,” she explained. “It also carried a blessing from the Mana Goddess herself.”

“The Mana Goddess?” It took a moment for Simon to recognize that title, since the Church of Light considered it heretical. “You mean the Worldtree’s dryad?”

“Yes. Only the elves could have crafted such a blade.”

And Lady Shabram knew, but didn’t inform Simon. Then again, he never asked her nor involved himself with court politics in a prior reign.

“I see… so you think an elven assassin killed my father?” Simon inquired. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“The blade alone would not have been sufficient to slay his Majesty,” Agnes Firewand replied. “It must have been wielded by an individual with a high level, perfect proficiency in melee weapons, and damage-boosting Perks capable of killing His Majesty in one strike before he could put his Class Outfit on.”

So either the elves had managed to plant an extremely dangerous assassin in Castle Frightwall, or they had only supplied the weapon to someone else already within. Louis, Euphemia, Thalas, and even Lauriane fit Firewand’s description. This did give credibility to the Green Mother’s boast that her kind had slain Balzam. They had been fighting the Overlords for centuries, so of course they would have designed weapons specifically crafted to slay them.

Not only is that blade unaccounted for, but they might be able to create more, Simon thought. This is a mess. 

Either way, it didn’t seem like Agnes knew more than that, which brought Simon to move to the next and most important question.

“Do you have any resentment towards the new Overlord?” he asked her. “Should I allow you to do as you wish, would you do them harm or pursue them?”

“Not unless you ask me to,” Agnes replied. “I live to serve.”

“I see.” Simon nodded to himself. The moment of truth had come. “I will hold you to that.”

He put on the Overlord outfit, startling Agnes Firewand.

“Witness the Fourth Overlord, he who shall break the chains the others have put on you,” Simon declared, his hand raised. “By the authority granted by my Class and your secret name, Belzemine, I now emancipate you from my service. May that mark fade away without inflicting any harm.”

The slave brand answered his call, its vile ink disappearing into light until no tattoo befoulled Agnes Firewand’s—nay, Belzemine’s—fair skin. The elf froze in place like a statue in utter disbelief, before looking down at her neckline. She pulled up her sleeves with trembling hands and checked every inch of herself for the mark that had once commanded her life.

“You…” she said, her voice shaking. “You removed the mark…”

“Yes, you are a free woman now.” And Simon had to say it felt good. “I ask that you keep my identity a secret and seek me no harm, but otherwise, you may now do as you desire from now on.”

Half of Simon expected thanks and words of gratitude for lifting that centuries-old burden off her back, and the other half feared she would simply attack him on the spot for being the new Overlord. Either option would have been a completely normal reaction to her situation.

Instead, Agnes Firewand picked a third option. She began to shake and shiver, her fingers trembling as they touched her cheeks.

“No… no… no…” she began to mutter to herself, an expression of absolute anguish deforming her fair face. “No, no, no!”

Then she shrieked.

She wailed like a possessed banshee, startling Simon. She let out a soul-piercing scream of pure despair and anguish so loud that Simon thanked the Light that the cabins were made soundproof to ensure its users could sleep, or else Eole would be knocking on his door in concern already.

Simon prepared to cast a spell, thinking she would attack him; instead, she fell to her knees, sobbing and crying.

“Put it back!” she begged him with tears in her eyes. “Put it back!”

What the–

Simon could only blink as Agnes Firewand, one of the most powerful women in the world, crawled up to him and grabbed his legs like a child praying their parents not to punish them.

“Don’t discard me… don’t discard me, please, master…” she begged, a waterstream falling down her cheeks. “Please put it back…”

“But I…” Simon gulped, unable to find his words. None of this made sense! “Why, you are free–”

“Put it back, please!” she screamed at him again, her nails scratching his armor, her tearful face pressed against his foot. “Please! Put it back, put it back, please, don’t discard me!”

“I can’t–” Firewand wailed again before he could finish his answer, her nails scratching him with manic despair. “Alright, alright, calm down! I will grant you my Brand of Sloth!”

“Yes,” Agnes said, her head snapping up to him with relief. “Thank you, thank you, master, thank you…”

Simon had already applied the Brand of Sloth once to Firewand in a past reign, but this time it sickened him. Something about the elation on the elf’s face when he branded her, followed by the way she wiped up her tears and rose to her feet, shook him to his core.

What had just happened?

“I don’t understand,” Simon admitted. He just didn’t get it. “Do you want to be a slave?”

Agnes’ expression twisted into one of absolute defeat and resignation; the kind of face that hurt to watch. “If I am not Your Majesty’s slave, then I am nothing.”

“That’s not true at all,” Simon replied. “You’re one of the highest-leveled people in the world, an archmage wielder of four classes!”

“Everything I am, I owe to Your Majesty’s predecessors. I am a tool of His Majesty’s will. This is my purpose.” She looked at him with dread, like a child fearful of being abandoned. “Please do not discard me…”

It was then that it finally hit Simon how thoroughly the past Overlords had broken this woman.

It wasn’t that Agnes Firewand enjoyed being a slave.

She was simply terrified of freedom after centuries spent as a tool.

And that was the saddest thing Simon had ever seen.

  

    
        Chapter 33: Simon the Adventurer (3)

    
    
    
    
  Reading Louis’ file in the dining car proved to be an interesting experience.

The eldest of the imperial princes at twenty-six years of age and the first child of Balzam and Eleanor Magnos, Louis had learned to wield a sword and cast a spell almost as soon as he began to walk. He received his Hellblade Crestone at eight and was knighted at fourteen during the Scaland Conquest, where he distinguished himself for his keen strategic mind, combat mastery, and spellcrafting. His father raised him to the rank of Marshal of the Empire at sixteen, a position he had held on to since. He would then spend four years meticulously planning the conquest of Magvolia, which he spearheaded by slaying its crown prince in single combat and taking the Warrior Noble Crestone off his corpse at the tender age of twenty. He mastered the Class over six years of relentless warfare against Tellurian beastmen, insurrectionists, and hostile foreign states alike.

Imperial Intelligence’s most recent reports estimated his level at roughly eighty, the third highest in all of House Magnos, behind Euphemia and the late Balzam Magnos. At no point had he been reported to lose a fight. Ever.

As Leonard had put it in a past reign, Louis Magnos was a god of war.

More than thriving in strife, Louis craved it. When the empire’s expansion slowed down after dominating most of the eastern continent and it began to focus inward, he founded the War Party to push for world domination through continued militarization. This put him on a crash course with Euphemia’s already established Church Party, with the two having been bitter political rivals since. Tensions between them further escalated due to Louis’ push to incorporate ‘demihuman’ tribes—like goblinoids, beastmen, and scalefolk—into the army to fuel the soldier shortage in exchange for citizen rights, which the Church Party opposed for fear of destabilizing the current imperial power structures.

Ironically enough, while Louis had been gathering private resources in preparation for a civil war, the airship fleet that devastated the Berwick Islands wasn’t one of them. Its construction was actually the result of a secret imperial decree signed by Balzam Magnos himself, ordering the construction of thirty dreadnought-class vessels to provide a ‘permanent solution to the elven problem.’ The airships were currently assembled in a secret Magvolian facility, with twenty having been completed according to the latest report, which Louis conveniently staffed with loyalists.

It seemed Balzam Magnos had been planning a surprise campaign against Illusea before he kicked the bucket. Simon wondered if his assassination had something to do with that. The Illusean Oracle might have foreseen a fleet of imperial airships destroying their lands and acted to nip the threat in the bud.

Imperial Intelligence’s report also included a psychological profile describing the crown-prince as a ‘megalomaniacal warmonger with delusions of world domination, and the skills to carry it out,’ along with an advanced description of his Perks. While it had a few holes and some of the Warrior’s abilities remained unknown, they included Perfect Proficiency in all weapons, the ability to summon legendary artifacts from a pocket inventory dimension, elemental versatility… not to mention he still retained his Hellblade Vassal Crestone to fall back on should the Warrior Class fail him in some way.

In short, fighting Louis in battle would be assisted suicide.

No wonder so many bet on him inheriting the Crimson Throne, Simon thought as his hand reached out for his coffee cup, only to find it empty. Oh, I’ll have to ask the waiter for more–

Agnes Firewand, who had been sitting next to him, immediately poured coffee into his cup before he could raise his hand. The liquid let out a small cloud of steam, when it should have grown cold by now. Firewand must have heated it up with a spell.

“Is it hot enough for you, Master Simon?” Agnes asked.

She had resorted to this title since she could neither call him Your Highness nor Your Majesty in public, but it still managed to unsettle him.

Simon briefly glanced around him to check if anybody was listening in. The dining car was only half full in the morning, and everyone was too busy with their breakfast to pay attention to them… with the exception of the third person at their table.

Eole hadn’t said a word for the entire morning, her eyes constantly darting from Simon to Agnes. Simon could almost feel the weight of her silent judgment.

Great, now she thinks I tormented Firewand somehow, Simon thought grimly as he answered Agnes’ query. “It is… it is good.”

“Would you want croissants to go along with it?” The tone, though calm, carried a slight edge of needy desperation. “Or entertainment?”

Eole’s gaze was becoming downright unbearable. She had noticed it too.

Agnes Firewand’s behavior had changed for the worse since yesterday. Although she had regained some of her near-mechanical composure, having the slave mark stripped from her had clearly shaken her to her core. Her every action and movement betrayed a slight sense of unease, an eagerness to please that was almost saddening. She hung to Simon’s words like a dog waiting for a command.

In short, she now feared that he would discard her unless she continuously proved her usefulness.

“Actually, I forgot my books on magical ring crafting in my cabin,” Simon lied. The books were indeed there, but he had planned to study them later. “Can you bring them to me?”

“Yes, Master.” Agnes rose from the seat so fast it was almost rude and immediately left the dining car with haste.

“What did you do to her?” Eole asked the moment Firewand left, a dangerous edge to her tone. She clearly suspected foul play.

“I emancipated her,” Simon replied with a heavy sigh. “She… didn’t take it well. Believe me or not, but she outright begged me to put the slave mark back on her. I had to put a token brand on her to stop her screaming and crying.”

Eole studied his face for a moment, biting her lip. It seemed she did believe him. “How long has she been a slave?”

“She has served the Overlords for nearly four hundred years.” Simon couldn’t even imagine what kind of horrors she had seen during that period. “She’s older than the empire.”

“She must have been a slave longer than she was free.” Eole looked to the landscape passing them by beyond the window. “I have met shifters like her in Telluria. I sought to help them break their chains, to free them from slavery, yet they would spit on my assistance. Chains no longer feel like a burden once you wear them too long, but as part of yourself… and their absence becomes a disturbing change.”

Simon looked at his reflection in his coffee. “What am I supposed to do, Eole? I want to help her, but how do you melt through four hundred years worth of ice?”

Eole pondered her answer for a moment before responding, “We could bring her to my home to recover.”

“The kish sanctuary?”

“Yes. A small elf community lives there, near our manatree. They can heal her scars, physical or otherwise.”

Simon pondered the plan before quickly rejecting it. “I need to travel west, and I don’t think she will react well should we split. Unless your sanctuary is located on the western continent–”

“It is not.” Eole shook her head. “Then we must proceed with patience and gentle guidance. We need to remind her of the joy of freedom, that life is all the more beautiful without shackles, that she doesn’t have to be afraid.”

“You think she’ll eventually recover if we do that?”

“I do,” Eole replied with deep, calm confidence. “It will take time, but everyone yearns for freedom once they conquer their fear and pain.”

Simon hoped she was correct. The sight of Firewand collapsing to her knees and begging for slavery would haunt him for many reigns. He just couldn’t look at the elf without thinking about it, nor stand her misery.

“Her true elven name is Belzemine,” Simon said. “Agnes Firewand is a pet name the Overlords gave her.”

“Then let us call her by her free name from now on.”

“Yes. It’s not much, but it will be a start.”

“You are wrong; it will be a very consequential step,” Eole replied as Agnes returned with the books. She then addressed the elf in a tongue that Simon didn’t recognize. “What kind of games do you enjoy playing, Belzemine?”

Agne–Belzemine’s head perked up at the kish in slight surprise. “You speak Elven?”

“A bit,” Eole replied. “There is an elf community near my homeland.”

“I see.” Instead of answering the previous query, Agn–Belzemine–it would take a while for that mental change to stick–turned to Simon, silently waiting for his permission to engage in conversation.

“Eole will be our companion going forward, Belzemine.” The elf clearly suppressed a wince when Simon called her by her real name. “You may treat her as such.”

“Understood.” Ag–Belzemine nodded and then answered Eole in Elven. “I like any game my master asks me to play.”

Eole and Simon exchanged a glance simultaneously, and he could have sworn the same thought crossed their mind.

This would be a very, very long road to recovery.



Simon spent most of the trip west practicing his crafting. Thankfully, Belzemine–the name finally stuck mentally after a few dozen times–had a wealth of expertise on the subject due to her age and proximity to the previous Overlords and eagerly assisted him.

According to the books Simon had gathered, crafting magical items required three things: crafting knowledge, which his Class now provided; components like raw material or the finished item ready to be enchanted; and the spells or enchantments needed to be woven into the object.

It was the last part that bothered Simon. “So if I understand this right, all I can craft are items imbued with the few miasma spells I already know? Like a ring empowering my weapons with my Dark Saber or a brooch allowing me to summon Shadowchains? Even if I learn mana spells, I won’t be able to weave them into items.”

“Yes and no,” Belzemine replied. She seemed to have regained some of her stoic confidence now that she could settle on the role of useful tutor. Or perhaps she actually enjoyed teaching. “Your Majesty can indeed imbue mana spells into their accessories; they simply need to add a curse on top of that.”

“A curse? Like the petrification spell Father used to build his trophy gallery?”

“Yes. The vast majority of miasma spells are curses that negatively impact the target, with the most powerful of them requiring an escape clause to function at all. Weaker ones fade away with time.”

“I see.” Simon guessed that was where the stories of cursed treasures bringing doom to their owners came from. “I don’t see much use for cursed items besides using them as weapons or poisoned gifts.”

“There is one,” Belzemine replied before opening her palms. She conjured a wisp of mana in one hand and miasma in the other, then pressed them together; Simon could have sworn this resulted in the mana becoming more visible and the miasma even darker. “Due to complex interactions between mana and miasma, weaving a curse into a magical object that includes mana spells creates a resonance that empowers both. In short, the positive effects of the objects are enhanced at the cost of the user suffering more from the curse.”

“The two spells make the sum greater than its parts.” Simon stroked his chin, an idea coming to mind. “How much are they enhanced?”

“To give Your Majesty an example, let us take a ring of invisibility. Most of them allow their wearers to gain the Invisibility Status, making them difficult to detect without magical sight. A ring of invisibility including a curse compelling the user to become obsessively covetous about the object would strengthen the effect to hide the target from magical detection too; maybe even make them invisible to death itself and thus lengthening their lifespan so long as they wear it.”

Simon quickly caught on to the implications. “Since I am immune to curses, it would make sense for me to craft cursed objects if I intend to use them myself, since I will reap the enhanced benefits with none of the drawbacks.”

“Your Majesty is wise.” Belzemine almost sounded sincere rather than needy for a second. “The higher the rank of the curse woven into the object, the more the beneficial effects will be enhanced. What spellcasting rank has Your Majesty reached?”

“I can cast up to Tier II miasma spells.” Come to think of it, Devour Crestone would let him bypass that miasma-only limitation if he absorbed a spellcasting-focused Class Perk… “Do you know one?”

“Of course.” A thin smile briefly stretched on Belzmine’s lips. Simon finally gathered that the more she felt he needed her, the more confident she felt. “I have attended Your Majesty’s predecessors for years, and while I may not be able to cast all of their spells, I have learned a few and understand how the others function. Is there a particular spell Your Majesty would like to learn?”

Simon didn’t even hesitate. “Fire immunity.”

This bothered Belzemine, whose feeble smile faded away in an instant. Her voice became a little quieter all of a sudden. “I know no Tier II or below spell that can produce such an effect. The closest I can teach Your Majesty is Elemental Imbalance, which grants resistance to an element in return for inflicting a crippling vulnerability to the opposite; in this case, Fire and Frost.”

“Resistance is still better than nothing,” Simon reassured her. If anything, it would come in handy should he cross paths with Casval or Vouivre again.

“Alternatively, I can cooperate with Your Majesty by crafting a ring,” Belzemine said, her eyes lighting up. “As a Pyromancer, I know a spell that grants temporary Fire Immunity to the target; if Your Majesty joins it with a curse like Elemental Imbalance, then the effect should become permanent.”

“Wait, more than one spellcaster can participate in the crafting of a magical item?”

Belzemine nodded abruptly. “Yes, multiple crafters and casters can pool their expertise and talents into a single work. Shall we proceed this way, Your Majesty?”

Simon nodded, after which he spent the next hour learning the Elemental Imbalance curse. It came relatively easily to him, like Shadowchain, and would synergize well with his own Elemental Saber, since he could apply a weakness he would be capable of exploiting. Fire opposed Frost, Lightning opposed Water, Earth opposed Wind, Darkness opposed Light, and so on.

Once he had mastered the curse, the two of them then proceeded with the crafting. Simon had thankfully brought a simple golden ring decorated with House Magnos’ emblem—a birthday gift from Lauriane—and while Belzemine informed him that layering spells during the forging itself made the process easier, Simon’s gut told him they could do it. His crafting Perk was like having a voice in the back of his mind telling him what he needed to do, an instinct that whispered to him what he had to do. It worked similarly to his weapon proficiency, subtly guiding him along the right path.

It took him until the end of the train trip to master the process, at which point the spells finally stuck. The manticore emblem began to glow with an otherworldly fire, its eyes glaring back at Simon with malice. He could almost taste the curse and warmth that now suffused the metal once he put it on his finger.

A stat screen immediately appeared, alongside a ‘curse negated’ notice.


Ring of Cursed Flames

Category: Accessory (Ring)

Quality: B

Effect: Fire Immunity: Grants permanent Fire immunity to the wearer. 

Curse: Frost Vulnerability: Inflicts permanent Frost Vulnerability on the wearer. 



“Excellent work,” Simon commented. No more dying by fire. “I wonder if we could create one for each elemental type…”

“I would strongly warn Your Majesty against wearing more than two magical accessories at a time,” Belzemine replied, which took Simon by surprise since she had otherwise never voiced her opinion uninvited. “The energies inside magical objects resonate and often conflict together, especially if they are of the same type. This may cause issues such as disruption or deadly magical backlash.”

She fears for my safety, and thus her purpose, Simon thought. The interference part was disappointing, but hardly unsurprising. Everyone of high status would wear ten magical rings at all times if there were no drawback. Simon would settle on forging stronger and better rings over time, and focus on quality rather than quantity.

“Thank you for your help, Belzemine,” Simon said. The way she briefly beamed at his comment disturbed him. Was he doing her a disservice by praising her work, since it reinforced her belief she was better off as a tool?

“I live to serve.” Belzemine scowled slightly. “If I may beg Your Majesty to reapply the Brand of Pride to me? The current one is insufficient.”

“The Brand of Pride?” Simon frowned, being unfamiliar with the term. “Is that the mark I removed earlier?”

“Yes. I can sense Your Majesty’s presence in my mind through the Brand of Sloth, but your orders are no longer absolute. I can disobey them.”

“And that is good.”

“It is not,” Belzemine replied, her voice full of distress. “I have to think about Your Majesty’s commands, and I do not wish to.”

What did the Overlords do to this poor woman to make free will unbearable? “I have not yet unlocked this brand, Belzemine, even if I wanted to apply it to you.”

“I see…” Belzemine didn’t hide her disappointment. “Once Your Majesty unlocks it again–”

“Belzemine, I do not–”

“Please, Your Majesty, it hurts when you call me that.” She held her skull with both hands, as if struggling against a headache. “That girl died in the forest with all the others. I am Agnes now, Agnes Firewand. I live to serve. That is all I wish.”

A horrible wave of guilt struck Simon. This woman’s scars ran deep, and he had no idea how to soothe them.

Eole’s suggestion rang true. Perhaps they should visit her people’s sanctuary once he had obtained the Crestone he sought.

He just couldn’t bear to look at Belzemine suffering like this.



Their journey on the train ended in the imperial port of Amenadiel, at the extreme western end of what used to be the Kingdom of Magvolia; Simon knew it used to be called another name once, until the empire renamed it during the conquest.

The group had no time to tour it. They arrived at night, and with the train station being a stone's throw away from the port, they followed Lady Shabram’s instructions by reaching a ship called the Wanderer. They presented their papers to the captain, boarded the vessel, and then departed at dawn without any issue. Simon wondered how many imperial spies had followed this same procedure to infiltrate the western continent.

And so began their journey through the Dragonsea—named as such because Gargauth had forced flocks of dragons to cross it to escape his wrath—separating the empire from what some called the ‘free world.’ Simon watched the coast shrink in the sunlight with a mix of apprehension and excitement. On one hand, he had little idea what awaited them from now on; but on the other hand, they were beyond his family’s reach and the upcoming civil war.

For perhaps the first time in his life, Simon Magnos was free.

“You’ll be able to drop your disguise once we’ve finished crossing the Dragonsea,” Simon informed Eole, who sat on the railguard with her oud in hands. The sight of the waters appeared to inspire her. “I do not know how shifters are treated in the west, but you shouldn’t fear slavery or pogroms.”

“I look forward to stretching my wings,” Eole admitted, having been forced to keep them folded beneath her robes for days. “What next?”

“We’re moving to the port of Rosanne, in the League of Valne,” Simon explained. “It is a loose confederation of city-states that have formed a military alliance to deter Endymion. Someone there should be able to help us settle in.”

His father’s notes in Duchar’s archives had marked down a potential ‘mentor’ living there. Someone with high influence, and who could hopefully help him obtain the Crestone he was looking for. Some ‘Prince of Spiders,’ whatever the title meant.

With luck, they would be more stable than Duchar.

  

    
        Chapter 34: Simon the Adventurer (4)

    
    
    
    
  After three long days at sea, the Valnean port of Rosanne finally appeared over the horizon.

Simon had taken the time to read about the city during their journey. A thriving center of the transcontinental trade, Rosanne covered two sides of the great Vilan River’s mouth as it flowed into the Dragonsea, with the two riverbanks being connected by a colossal archway bridge said to be among the biggest in the world. Simon was tempted to believe the tales when he saw its massive frame loom over the waters. The texts said it hosted a thriving bazaar and countless shops where slaves, spices, and goods from all over the world were exchanged.

The northern side, located on cliffs taller than the southern ones, housed the noble palaces, merchant-prince mansions, guild offices, and mining company headquarters that formed the heart of the city’s economic dominance. Meanwhile, the southern half included its ports and silver mines. Simon could tell that it was the poorest area the moment he saw its packed together brick homes compared to the great marble buildings of the wealthier side.

Yet this Prince of Spiders made his lair there, according to his father’s journals.

Simon had tried to identify the title’s meaning and came up empty. Neither Belzemine nor the ship’s passengers had ever heard of the person—if they were a person at all. It had to be a codename of some kind.

Considering Balzam Magnos had turned out to be even more cruel and evil than his son could have ever imagined, Simon worked to master more Tier II curses from Belzemine in case this new ‘mentor’ proved treacherous. The one he was currently studying, Blindness, inflicted the eponymous Ailment on a target within sight. It should prove quite useful in a fight. Belzemine also mentioned another school of magic that focused on miasma, though Simon wasn’t so sure about learning that one…

“Diabolism?” Simon asked her, slightly uneasy. “Isn’t that demon sorcery?”

“Diabolism is indeed a school of magic focusing on summoning, bartering with, or harnessing the power of demons,” Belzemine confirmed. “For example, Impcantation involves summoning lesser fiends called imps to do the caster’s bidding, and Energumen would allow evil spirits to empower your Majesty’s Strength and Vitality. Both are Tier II spells powered by miasma.”

Simon wasn’t sure that using either of those sorceries would be wise. While the Empire allowed the use of diabolism spells for military purposes, Classes using that branch of magic were strictly controlled by the state. Other nations reviled or forbade the practice outright. Eole wouldn’t take kindly to it either, especially since Simon had yet to tell her the truth about his Class.

But then again, it doesn’t hurt to learn those spells even if I don’t use them, Simon thought. He had already raised corpses with necromancy, which was hardly any more civilized. They could help in a pinch, and studying diabolism might give me an edge against the Zodiac Fiends in time. 

But Simon decided he would seek to secure a safe house or home before giving more thought to the whole diabolism thing.

The Wanderer soon docked into a bustling harbor whose size put those of the Berwick Islands to shame. Eole threw away her robes the moment they reached the land, unfolding her wings for the first time in over a week. She caught the eyes of quite a few fishermen, sailors, and passengers who had taken to listening to her playing the oud during the trip.

“You’re bringing attention to yourself,” Simon warned her.

“So what?” Eole asked with a frown. “You said we would not fear capture here, and I have been looking to stretch my wings for a very, very long time.”

“I understand, but…” Simon shut his mouth upon realizing the damage was already done, and it wasn't like they could have hidden Eole’s shifter nature forever. “Just be wary. We are in a foreign land now. We should avoid making waves for as long as possible.”

“Neither you nor Lady Eole need to fear anything so long as I am around, Master Simon,” Belzemine insisted, being ever so eager to please him.

Eole glanced at the immense line of warehouses, brothels, and taverns that occupied the waterside. “Should we look for a nest to settle in, then?”

“That’s the plan, but I need to meet my contact first,” Simon replied, shifting in place. “They should be close, although–”

“Although?” Eole squinted at him, once again proving to be a sharp observer. “You sound uneasy about this meeting. Is this contact of yours dangerous?”

“I’m told they might help us, but the procedure to contact them screams either spy ring or a cult,” Simon explained. Not to mention that the last mentor Balzam Magnos saw fit to trust with his secrets was a closet necromancer with a complete lack of scruples. That other contact had to be equally shady somehow. “So no, I don’t trust them, and they are likely dangerous.”

Now Eole appeared worried for his safety. “What is so important that you would risk a meeting with that kind of person?”

“I’m looking for a specific Crestone.” Simon crossed his arms. “I’ll be fine with Belzemine at my side, but you don’t need to involve yourself in this matter if you don’t want to.”

“I am not afraid,” Eole replied with a shrug. “I am curious now. I’ll follow you.”

“Fair enough.”

It took them a good half an hour of searching, but the trio quickly found what they were looking for: a butcher’s shop stuck between a brothel with red lanterns glowing over the doors and a blacksmith’s forge spewing smoke through its two chimneys. A sign bearing the image of a bull hung over the entrance, and the smell of fresh meat filled the air when they entered. Eole pinched her nose in disgust—Simon had noticed that she was a rather strict vegetarian—while a smiling man greeted them behind a greasy counter. His predatory expression immediately sent shivers down Simon’s spine.

“Greetings, strangers,” he said in Valnean, which Simon’s Perk quickly translated. “What are you looking for?”

“Red widow meat,” Simon replied, following the procedure noted in the journals.

The man raised an eyebrow, feigning ignorance. “I’m sorry, we don’t sell that here. What’s your name?”

“Wolf Cellar,” Simon replied, even as his companions sent him strange glances, which the butcher didn’t fail to notice. Everyone quickly realized they were talking in code.

“I see. What’s the purpose of your visit, Wolf?”

Here goes nothing, Simon thought as he uttered the password in his father’s journals. “The emperor over the sea told me that the blue widow spun a pretty web of pain.”

Simon had no idea what the sentence meant, but the butcher’s face became as if it was carved out of stone. “Fourth door on the left,” he said, pointing at the space behind the counter. “Alone. The others are not in the know.”

Shady it is. Simon scowled, but agreed to the conditions anyway and turned to face his companions. “Wait for me here.”

“Master–” Belzemine said, but Simon didn’t let her finish.

“Stay here. I won’t be long.” Simon then sent her a message through telepathy. “I’ll call you if anything happens, Belzemine.” 

Belzemine straightened up upon sensing his words through the Brand of Sloth, but acquiesced quickly. “Very well, Master.”

Eole, who had been staring at the butcher since they walked in with a suspicious frown, finally spoke up. “You aren’t human, are you?”

The butcher’s lips stretched way too far, and he soon answered in perfect kish, “No, I am not a human. I’m just meat.”

Eole bit her lip. “Be careful,” she warned Simon quietly. “We’ll force our way in if you don’t return soon.”

“You don’t need to,” Simon replied.

“No, but we will do it anyway.” Eole glared at the smiling butcher. “I don’t trust people who wear masks, and neither should you.”

Quite the ironic warning. Simon powered through his unease as he walked behind the counter at the strange man’s invitation, ignoring the worried glances his companions sent him. A long hallway of sixteen doors, eight on each side, stretched ahead of him. Simon immediately realized it was far too long for the small shop to contain. Was it an illusion spell of some sort, or clever construction?

In any case, the fourth door on the left was painted yellow with a black handle, with an eye carved on the wood. Simon took a deep breath and opened it, only to find thick and impenetrable darkness ahead.

“Is there someone there?” Simon asked. He stepped through the threshold when he received no answer, only for the door to shut close behind him the moment he entered. He nearly summoned his Overlord Class Outfit to protect himself, but kept his composure and waited patiently. No one would go through such an elaborate procedure just to kill him on the spot.

The light of a candelabra suddenly cleared the darkness, revealing a small, rounded mahogany table and five seats. Simon spotted a ghastly, twenty-foot-tall statue of a spider with eight sinister ruby eyes that all seemed to be watching him next to it.

An elegant young woman sat near it, her mid-length hair dyed a dark shade of blue and her eyes pale like sapphires. She was dressed as if she planned to attend both a ball and a battle, with a violet, off-the-shoulder blouse with puffed sleeves disappearing under a black, high-laced corset cinching her narrow waist. Lace-patterned stockings and knee-high boots covered her legs. A rapier hung from her belt, and a thick grimoire encrusted with a pinkish stone sat upon the table within her reach next to a pipe.

“Sit down, Simon Magnos,” she said, her voice sharper than any blade.

A shiver traveled down Simon’s spine. No one had called him by his full name in days. “Are you the Prince of Spiders?”

“No.” She pointed at the spider statue. “But he’s watching.”

Simon scowled and sat down at the table. He had the harrowing feeling he had just walked into some monster’s den. His secret cult theory was looking more and more likely by the second.

While he sensed magic coming from the statue, it paled in comparison to the aura radiating from the woman’s book. Simon squinted at the gemstone encrusted on its surface, his eyes widening in shock when he spotted a familiar symbol carved on it: that of the zodiac sign of the Crab.

“Precious stone,” the woman said, a thin, feline smile on her lips. “Familiar stone?”

“Where did you get that?!” Simon asked immediately. That was a miasma crystal, no doubt about it, but its evil power appeared muted; nay, sealed. “Do you have any idea what it is?!”

“We ask the questions here. Behave, and maybe the Prince will enlighten you.” The woman brought the pipe to her lips, a spicy fragrance filling the room. “Who taught you the password?”

“My father, Overlord Balzam.”

“Before or after his assassination?”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “How do you–”

“Answer me now, or take the door,” the woman replied sharply. “You came to the Prince seeking an audience, so you play by his rules.”

Simon wondered what to do. He now realized it had been a mistake not to gather information on this Prince of Spiders before meeting with them. Everything about this situation smelled more rancid than a week-old fish.

“After my father died, I read secret notes saying that I could contact a ‘potential mentor’—” The woman stifled a dark laughter at the last word, “—for help. They included the procedure needed to come here.”

The woman’s smile reminded Simon of a shark. “You have no idea where you are or who we are, do you?”

Simon clenched his teeth. “I imagine you’re some kind of spider-god cult?”

“We are the Cobweb. If I had to put it simply…” The woman inhaled from the pipe and then breathed out a puff of smoke. “If the criminal underworld’s major players were countries, we would be Endymion, and the Prince would be the Overlord.”

A criminal syndicate. Balzam Magnos’ idea of a mentor for his son was the leader of a criminal syndicate.

Simon wasn’t entirely surprised, having guessed the contact would be the shady kind, but he would have thought the Overlord considered petty thieves and assassins beneath him. This Prince of Spiders had to be rather dangerous to warrant the emperor’s personal attention.

“That’s a tall boast,” Simon said while hiding his nervousness. I really should have investigated more beforehand. 

“That's not a boast, that’s a fact,” the woman replied with amusement. “We ship beastmen slaves like your winged girl from Telluria, then repackage them into whores in Valnean brothels. We trade Musan weapons against Endymian ones in the service of Lorean lords. We peddle drugs to the poor and the rich alike. We rob holy tombs and steal state secrets. We poach monsters and deal in forbidden artifacts. We will kill anyone, anywhere, so long as the price is right. Our web caters to every mortal need across the globe, and the Prince spins it ever wider.”

It could be boasts and lies, since some criminals preferred to look bigger than they were to intimidate others, but the fact that they seemed to be aware of both his identity and Balzam’s death suggested a highly advanced intelligence apparatus. Simon would take her words at face value until proven otherwise.

“Why did my father’s notes mention you?” he asked, his eyes lingering on the Crab miasma crystal. “Did he want to obtain that crystal?”

“The Overlord has done us favors in the past, with the expectation that we would repay him or his heirs. The password you gave was the signal for us to chip in.” The woman pointed her pipe at Simon. “Which brings me to my next question: what do you want?”

Simon considered what to say next. If the woman wasn’t lying, then their organization had an extensive reach. The fact that they held a sealed Zodiac Fiend’s crystal pointed that way. He might be able to secure access to resources he couldn’t obtain in any other way.

Nonetheless, Simon knew better than to trust a criminal organization. Their kind wasn’t especially famous for being trustworthy and law-abiding citizens, after all. Asking too much might result in him paying a hefty price or gaining the attention of very troublesome individuals, and he didn’t know enough to make the right call.

Better play it safe for now. He would be better off dealing with the Cobweb in future reigns after gathering information on them and learning more about their organization.

“I’m looking for a Crestone with an exp-boosting Perk,” Simon said.

“That’s all?” The woman sounded rather underwhelmed. “Do you lack ambition, or do you fear dealing with us?”

“My reasons are my own,” Simon replied, unwilling to give them too much information. He glanced at the Crab crystal next. “But if I had to ask for more, I would like to know where you found that.”

“Fair enough.” The woman grabbed the grimoire. “We found this in a dusty old Dungeon on an island north of Valne. We poached the monsters there, looted the place down to the bedrock, and then left.”

These madmen had dared to raid a demonbarrow. “You do understand that those crystals hold fearsome demons inside, right?”

“We know. The fiend inside is bound by the book and compelled to do the Cobweb’s bidding.” The woman chuckled. “Do you want one for yourself?”

Simon’s eyes widened slightly, in spite of his better judgment. “You know where other crystals are located?”

“We do… but too bad for you, that’s way beyond the favor we owe your daddy.” Like a true rogue, the woman immediately tried to push her leverage. “You’ll have to pony up if you want more.”

“Then no,” Simon said. He knew better than to take the bait. He was pretty sure leaving a demonic miasma crystal in the hands of a criminal syndicate would backfire somehow, but falling under their thumb would be worse.

The spider’s ruby eyes began to glow all of a sudden, and a whispering voice that was neither male nor female came out of it. “Silk.”

The woman straightened up in her seat, her demeanor shifting from casual and playful to deadly serious. “Yes, my Prince?”

“A Freelancer Crestone and Renal’s badge, to our guest you shall assign,” the Prince of Spider’s voice said. “A favor repaid, a gift for the curious.”

The woman, Silk, nodded and then rose from her seat. “A moment, please,” she said before grabbing the book and vanishing into the darkness beyond the candelabra’s light.

Simon glanced at the statue. He was certain someone used magic to speak through it from a distance while watching through its eyes. This Prince of Spiders either had to be a mage of some sort, or with access to potent magical artifacts.

Could they be the current Rogue? That Noble Crestone disappeared when Endymion conquered Navarre, but it always found its way into the hands of criminals and troublemakers somehow.

Silk soon returned, having traded her book for two things: a white Crestone with a key-shaped symbol carved on its surface, and a golden unicorn badge. She put them both on the table and then flicked them Simon’s way.

Simon immediately grabbed the Crestone, sensing its mana pouring through his veins. It was the genuine article, and the Cobweb produced it on a moment’s notice. Simon immediately activated its power. His garb changed into a white, plain tunic bearing the crestone’s symbol, beige pants, and a pair of boots and gloves. The Class transformation was far less drastic than that of the Overlord or the Gladiator, but it remained a Class outfit nonetheless.


You have unlocked the Freelancer Class. 

Freelancer: A versatile worker, quick to learn new skills. Strength C, Vitality C, Agility C, Perception C, Magic C, Intelligence C, Charisma C, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Quick Learner (Passive): You gain experience at an increased x1.5 rate, rounded down.

Level 1 Perk: Jack-of-all-Blades 1 (passive): Can wield any weapon with medium proficiency (x1.5 damage). 



At long last, he had found an exp-boosting Perk.

“Thank you,” Simon said. Although he was dealing with criminals, it didn’t hurt to be polite since they held up their end of the deal. “What’s the badge for, though?”

“There is an adventurer company in Rosanne called the Monoceros Guild,” Silk explained. “A group of law-abiding good-doers, aspiring heroes, and monster-hunters affiliated with the White Unicorn resistance movement. This badge was meant for one of our agents tasked with infiltrating them, but the Prince sees fit to give it to you.”

The White Unicorn? Simon knew for a fact that the resistance movement had fled beyond the Dragonsea after the loss of Magvolia and the absence of a Paladin to lead them, but he had no idea that they sponsored adventurer guilds. How odd it is that fate would put them on my path again, considering I might have joined them without Father’s intervention. 

“Why give it to me?” Simon asked. The gift baffled him. “I have no desire to fight against my homeland.”

“An adventurer you wished to become once, did you not?” the Prince of Spiders’ voice answered through the statue, a hint of amusement laced in its words. “A truth most interesting, you shall find hidden in those halls.”

Of course a mysterious criminal mastermind would speak in riddles. This Prince was just as bad as Duchar in their own way. Worse, they seemed to have some intimate knowledge of Simon since few knew of his desire to become an adventurer outside his family. Did Balzam brief his contact about his bastard?

Whatever the case, Simon decided not to dig any further until he learned more about the Cobweb organization. Swimming into uncharted waters always led to disaster. That gift was already terribly suspicious.

“I guess our business here is concluded then,” Simon said upon taking the badge.

“One more thing.” Silk inhaled from her pipe. “One thousand silver coins for the winged girl outside.”

Simon scowled in pure disgust. “She’s not for sale.”

“Two thousand then.”

“She is not for sale,” Simon repeated himself, far more tersely.

“Fine, fine. She would have made you a fortune in the city’s brothels, but your loss.” The woman snickered as she kept smoking her pipe. “Shut the door on your way out.”

Simon did so and didn’t look back. He deactivated the Freelancer Class, walked through the hallway, and reunited with his allies. They both looked rather relieved to see him alive and in one piece.

“We hope to see you again,” the grinning butcher said as they exited the shop.

Not if I can help it, Simon thought. The fresh, salty air of the sea had never felt so good on his face.

“Who were those people?” Eole immediately asked the moment they were outside.

Simon sighed. “Does the name ‘Cobweb’ mean anything to you?”

Eole’s skin turned paler than chalk. “That is one of their fronts?”

“Apparently. I didn’t learn that until I entered it.” Considering her reaction, Simon could guess she had had a past encounter with them. “You’ve met those criminals?”

“They’re the scum of the earth,” Eole replied, her fear now mixed with violent disgust and hatred. “Vouivre sells the shifters who refuse to bend the knee to them in order to fund her war chest.”

“She does?” Simon asked, dumbfounded. That made some twisted kind of sense. And good to know too should I need to investigate that dragon…

“We need to tell the authorities,” Eole insisted, glaring at the butcher’s shop. “If they learn slavers operate here–”

“That would be very unwise,” Simon said. “For all we know, this city’s watch is on their take, and all you’ll get is a knife to the throat. I’m extraordinarily lucky they gave me the Crestone I wanted without any trouble.”

“Their kind never does anything for free, nor helps anyone without getting something in return.” Eole frowned at Simon. “Who are you, really?”

“I’ll… I’ll tell you later,” Simon promised. “In private.”

Eole remained clearly suspicious about what was going on, but trusted him enough not to dig deeper for now. “What next then?”

Simon pondered her question. They would find an inn—one preferably located far, far away from this spider’s web—where they could rest in peace and tell Eole the truth away from prying eyes, then he would interrogate Belzemine about the Freelancer Class to figure out if it was worth leveling it up first or devouring the Quick Learning Perk outright. After that…

After that, Simon drew a blank. He had never thought much about this reign beyond obtaining the Crestone. Surely he could find some adventurer work to level-up, but they had no urgency to deal with it, no specific task at hand, no sword hanging over their heads. For perhaps the first time in his life, Simon had free time with no clear direction.

And he had no idea how to handle that.

  

    
        Chapter 35: Simon the Adventurer (5)

    
    
    
    
  After the rather tense meeting with the Cobweb, the group rented rooms as far away from the port as possible.

The Copper Dragon inn was a fine place in Simon’s opinion. A three-story building located near the city’s western gates to cater to inland merchants and visitors, it included a vast feasting hall large enough to host hundreds of people alongside private alcoves for people wanting to conduct personal business away from prying eyes, a large flaming hearth, and even a stage for performers. It also housed stables where visitors could house their mounts or rent out horses, wyverns, pegasi, and even the rare griffin.

The private rooms were a bit pricey at five silver a night per person, including breakfast, but at least it afforded them some privacy. Simon had enough funds to let them stay for one or two months without worrying too much, though they would eventually need to find work beyond that point.

“So you tell me Quick Learner will stay as it is?” Simon asked Belzemine. The two of them had taken residence in his bedroom to discuss the Freelancer Class, which the elf had thankfully encountered before and studied during her long centuries of life.

“Innate Perks never change nor evolve, no,” Belzemine confirmed. “They represent a Class’ core features.”

“So there’s no hope Quick Learner will evolve into a stronger version of itself?” Belzemine shook her head. “Fifty percent more experience is still a pretty good deal… and it is a passive Perk, so it means it will continue to affect me even when I don’t wear the Class outfit.”

“Yes, it will thus affect your Overlord Class progression, or that of any other Class Your Majesty unlocks in the future.” Belzemine dutifully offered him a piece of paper. “I have written down all the Freelancer Class Perks I can remember.”

Simon studied the notes and quickly grimaced. The Freelancer was a jack-of-all-stats Class, which meant most of its Perks were almost entirely focused on utility. It taught the user how to cook and sew, how to paint, how to do first aid… in short, how to do a little bit of everything without ever excelling anywhere. It didn’t even offer anything beyond medium weapon proficiency. While it would be a tremendous help to any commoner looking for employment, leveling-up the Class held little appeal to Simon. Quick Learner was very much its only interesting Perk.

Simon considered what to do. Only Overlord levels and Perks carried over through reigns, so he would lose Quick Learner the moment he died. He could also hold back on Devour Crestone to use on another Perk and simply recover the Freelancer Class in future reigns…

So far, I could only obtain it by crossing a continent and dealing with the Cobweb, Simon thought. There might be other ways, but it would be a lot of extra work, and Quick Learner will always be useful even if I somehow max out Overlord… not to mention I’ve been assassinated nearly a dozen times by now. 

He was tired of death striking when he least expected it and ruining all prior progress. Better be safe than sorry.

With his choice made, Simon put on the Overlord Class and seized the Freelancer’s Crestone into his gauntleted hand.

“Devour Crestone: Quick Learner.”

Miasma gathered in his hand the moment he uttered the words, with darkness coiling around the Crestone. Simon could have sworn he saw the outline of a shadowy serpent eating the jewel and consuming it before he sensed the power flowing into him.

Images flashed before his eyes in a jumbled, confused mess. He saw himself facing a woman smiling at him in front of a great crystal the size of a house, placing the Freelancer Crestone into his hand as blood flushed his cheeks. He remembered himself with a younger boy tending to sheep, only for a rumbling noise to echo in the distance and the ground to tear itself apart. The earth sundered into a chasm spewing darkness, with the younger boy falling within. Simon reached out to him, but he was too late, and the boy plummeted into the darkness to his doom. Simon recalled crying and praying, yet when he went to a river to weep, a face other than his own stared back at him.

The visions flashed forward to a forest, where he bashed a goblin’s face in with the help of his true companions. They rejoiced and laughed, and they teased him about his crush on the vestal… but their joy swiftly turned to unease when cowled men emerged from the shadows, crossbows in hand. There was no warning, no offer to parlay; only the pain of a rain of bolts striking him in the chest and the fading darkness. The last thing he recalled was a hand reaching out for his Crestone, the vestal’s gift, and tearing it from his weakening grasp.

Simon jolted back to reality with the thrill of both a new Perk and level-up.


You have assimilated the Quick Learner Passive Perk. It shall now replace Devour Crestone I. 

Level 24 Overlord Perk: Devil Brand III (Active): You can mark a willing target with the Brand of Lust, granting them a host of benefits such as eternal youth—though not immortality—a high bonus to Charisma, and the ability to drain the lifeforce of others at will through physical contact; you are immune to this ability. In return, you can drain lifeforce from the branded target at will to heal your wounds.



Quite the ghastly ability, but at least this proved that the Quick Learner Perk worked as advertised. The flow of experience felt sharper, stronger.

“Is Your Majesty feeling well?” Belzemine asked with concern.

“I saw… memories, I think?” Simon replied upon removing the Overlord Class outfit. “Memories that weren’t my own.”

“All Crestones remember their users,” Belzemine explained. “What Your Majesty saw must have been a previous wielder’s feelings.”

Was she saying he had consumed echoes of their ghost? Simon briefly wondered what the Overlord Class would remember of him the day it inevitably passed on to someone else.

Simon pondered what to do now. He had fulfilled the objective he had set for himself during this reign, warned his allies about Vouivre’s plots, and fled to a place far away from the empire’s inevitable civil war. The future was a blank page full of possibilities.

What should he do next? Stay in Valne and take bounty jobs to level-up? Travel westward to see more of the world? Investigate the Zodiac Fiends, or live in peace?

Although he wouldn’t go as far as to put himself in her shoes, Simon started to realize why Belzemine found her newfound freedom so daunting. To face the future with uncertainty was a most displeasing feeling.

“Your Majesty?” Simon suddenly sensed Lady Shabram’s mental voice speaking through the Brand of Sloth. “I hope I am not interrupting anything?”

“You are not,” Simon replied mentally. If anything, part of him welcomed the unexpected call. “Is something happening on your end?”

“I am not sure yet, but I need to report troubling information,” the spymistress confirmed. “I have covered up your disappearance and convinced Lady Lauriane that I had exfiltrated you to a safe area to shield you from Euphemia’s supporters. Most have accepted my explanations with one exception: Patriate Malphas.” 

“Malphas?” Simon suddenly realized that the Lord-Treasurer’s fate had completely slipped from his mind. “What of him?”

“He has been investigating Agnes Firewand’s departure, investing significant coin in investigators and spies to locate her. I would not usually report something like this, but his sudden interest in the elf is… unusual.”

Interesting. Malphas’ murder coincided with Belzemine’s disappearance in the previous reign, and Simon had perished early the one time he took her away from court…

“He and his daughter are set to be assassinated next week, likely by Euphemia,” Simon informed Shabram. “Keep an eye on them and try to ensure their survival, if possible.” 

“I shall. Otherwise, I am coordinating with Lord Dassein on the dragon matter. We have decided against arresting Casval for the moment, as per your recommendation, but we are keeping close watch on him in the hope of eventually entrapping his sister.”

“Very well. Keep me informed should anything happen on that front.” As much as Simon was loath to involve himself in House Magnos’ affairs again, he would certainly celebrate Vouivre’s demise.

“Did you have any specific contact with Patriate Malphas?” Simon asked Belzemine after cutting contact with Shabram. “He’s been looking for you specifically.”

“I have no particular relations with the Lord-Treasurer, nor any affection for him,” the elf replied with apathy. “I never talked to him outside of the High Council.”

Strange. Where did the sudden interest in Belzemine come from then? Or was he simply afraid to approach her while Balzam Magnos still lived? Simon’s gut told him there was more to this story than a passing fancy.

“What would you like to do now, Belzemine?” Simon asked.

“Whatever His Majesty wishes of me.”

This is not helping at all. “What do you enjoy doing in your free time? Do you have, I dunno, hobbies? A dream you wished to fulfill?”

His question only seemed to cause the elf further distress. “I have no other wish nor desire than to serve Your Majesty.”

“Don’t you even wish to return to Illusea, or to reunite with your kindred–”

“Please stop, Your Majesty.” Belzemine covered her eyes with her hand, and for a second, Simon thought she would start crying again. “I have nothing outside of you and what purpose you seek to assign me. Please stop asking me those questions.”

“Alright, I’m… I’m sorry.” What was Simon supposed to do with her? “Well, Eole has been gone for a while. We should go check on her downstairs.”

Belzemine meekly acquiesced and the two walked down to the feasting hall, where they found Eole playing a song for a rather wide audience that mostly included humans and a handful of shifters. The kish seemed absorbed in her performance, her oud’s entrancing music echoing across the hall.

The first thing Simon had done when they arrived at the Copper Dragon was to reveal his true Class to Eole in private. The kish had taken the truth better than Simon expected; namely, she had slapped him and then refused to talk to him for a full day, but neither left nor tried to sound the alarm as he feared she would have. She had spent the better part of the day playing music in the hall for patrons and enjoyed enough success to earn herself a rather hefty purse of coins.

Eole completed her melody and bowed to her audience, receiving thunderous applause, whistles, and a rain of silver and copper coins. The kish then looked around, spotted Simon and Belzemine, and then calmly pointed at a private alcove. The message couldn’t be clearer.

The three of them gathered at the table, with Eole studying Simon for a while before asking him in Kish, “Why?”

“Why what?” Simon replied in her tongue, to ensure no one else would understand them.

“You are a prophet blessed with demonic power and an empire’s throne, yet you cast it all aside,” Eole said. “Why?”

“Because this power was forced upon me.” In more ways than she knew, since Simon had been fated to become a knight of the White Unicorn without his father’s intervention. “I never asked for it, but it is now joined to my soul until death.”

Eole scowled. “I was told the Overlord’s power only passed on to their killer.”

“The tales are wrong. There’s another mechanism at work, one I do not fully understand yet.” Though Simon couldn’t tell whether that was the result of Balzam’s testament or something else. “Everything I told you at the palace was the truth. Endymion will soon tear itself apart in a great disaster that I cannot stop, even with the Overlord’s power.”

“So you chose to run rather than be complicit in your empire’s atrocities.”

“Yes.” Simon sighed. “It may not sound glorious, but I lack the strength to change things. Foreknowledge and will are useless without the power to back it up.”

“I understand.” Eole shifted in her seat and nodded to herself, as if their discussion had helped her reach some kind of conclusion. “I am sorry I slapped you earlier.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “You are?”

“When you showed me your true Class, I thought you meant to deceive me to access my people’s sanctuary. That you had lied and exploited my trust to serve foul ends. Your meeting with the Cobweb did not improve my confidence in you either.” Eole shook her head. “But after thinking about it, I do not see how freeing slaves and fleeing west would serve any vile goal. I believe you are sincere, and I am sorry for doubting you.”

“It’s fine, I would have expected the worst too,” Simon replied as the waitress—a shifter with raccoon ears and a slave collar around her neck—came to take their order. He and Belzemine asked for beers while Eole declined to take anything, though she did pay her with her newly won coins.

“That girl is a slave,” Eole told Simon once the waitress left. “Vouivre enslaved her tribe and sold her off last year.”

“The waitress told you that?” Simon asked, suddenly uneasy. Although Eole couldn’t speak common Endymian or Valnean, she did know the shifters’ native tongue.

“Yes, among other things.” Eole’s expression twisted in disgust. “They keep slaves like her in the backrooms. The girls are used as prostitutes after their shifts, and the males fight in gladiatorial pits. Clients bet on them like dogs.” She turned away. “I had hoped such horrors stopped at your empire’s borders.”

As horrifying as it sounded, it didn’t especially surprise Simon. Slavery was legal in Rosanne, and that always opened the door to some unsavory activities. “Do you want to help that girl and this establishment’s slaves?”

“I wish to, but what can I do?” Eole replied grimly. “Even if I freed her and the others by force of arms, where would they go? We are half a world away from Telluria in a foreign land none of us know much of. There is nowhere to run to.”

“We could buy and free these slaves, or negotiate their emancipation,” Simon suggested. “They wouldn’t be able to return to Telluria, but it would allow them to rebuild their life here or somewhere else.”

“You… you would help me save my kind?” Eole stared at him in a mix of confusion and disbelief. “Why? You have nothing to gain from this venture.”

“Honestly, I have nothing better to do, and it would be nice to do some good for a change.” Simon still hadn’t figured out his long-term plans for this reign besides finding hotspots for leveling, so giving himself an objective might get him back on track. “We’ve been traveling together for a while, and it matters to you. That’s all the reason I need.”

Eole remained speechless, her expression shifting from incomprehension to joy when she realized he was serious.

“Eole?” Simon asked.

“I… thank you, Simon.” She slightly bowed her head. “I am grateful to the gods for letting me meet a noble soul like you.”

Simon smiled back at her. “You’re giving me too much credit.”

“No. You are merely giving yourself too little.” Eole crossed her arms. “However, I am not keen on buying my kind’s freedom. Paying slavers only teaches them that their crimes pay and encourages them to keep at it.”

“Even if we bust the slaves out by force—” Which they could probably do easily enough with Belzemine on their side, “—it would only be the start of our trouble. We would need to pay to transport them somewhere safe, maybe hire mercenaries to start a diversion… and that wouldn’t even dent Rosanne’s slavery business.”

“True… I would rather find a permanent solution,” Eole said, biting her lip. “We’ll need a great deal of coin no matter what we choose, more gold than you have or that I could earn with my singing alone.”

Indeed. They needed a very well-paying job that would let them earn a quick buck.

Simon could only think of one solution that would bring both money and easy levels.



The Guildhall of the Monoceros Guild was pretty much what Simon expected.

Located near the city’s central bridge, the manor was apparently the property of some merchant-prince who had agreed to turn it into an adventurer lodge. Secretaries and receptionists welcomed dozens, if not hundreds, of sellswords, mercenaries, and aspiring heroes gathered in its central hall. One of them—an enthusiastic lass with a bright smile—was kind enough to welcome them at the counter when Simon showed her the badge the Cobweb gave him.

“Very well, Mr. Simon Legredo,” the receptionist said before presenting him with a piece of paper. “You only need to sign this to complete your registration.”

“That is all?” Simon asked. It all felt way too easy.

“The Monoceros Guild works on a recommendation basis. Only high-ranking members of our organization are allowed to grant badges like the one you received, which fast-tracks the recruitment process.”

Then their organization had either been thoroughly infiltrated by the Cobweb or the badge was a highly convincing forgery. That didn’t inspire much trust in their operational security.

“Moreover, this contract is magical,” the receptionist explained. “Any violation of the guild’s code of ethics will result in a magical brand flagging you as a violator and allowing the guildmasters to track you down through divination. Those who do not align with our values rarely last long.”

Simon carefully read the contract. The code of ethics was relatively simple and in line with what he would have expected from an organization allied with the White Unicorn: to never knowingly harm an innocent, to never violate an adventurer contract, pay the guild’s dues on time, to never wound a fellow guild member without special authorization from the guildmasters, to answer the Paladin’s call to arms, and of course, to never to be a friend to the Overlord.

Well, technically, I’m not a friend of the Overlord, Simon mused. That was quite the glaring loophole. And one of my titles should let me violate these clauses without consequences, at least in theory. 

“So, will we all have to sign it?” Simon asked. Neither Belzemine nor Eole could ignore the penalty.

“Not necessary. The invitation was made to you alone, so your companions will be considered hired helpers rather than fellow guild members. You will be paid in full, and allocating the reward will be your responsibility.”

Simon nodded and then signed the paperwork. Since no brand of treachery appeared on his skin, he figured his title worked as advertised.

“Welcome to the Monoceros Guild, Simon,” the receptionist said with a smile as she collected the paperwork. “Can I ask why you enrolled?”

“I want to make a difference,” Simon replied, which wasn’t a total lie, and much more socially acceptable than answering with ‘money and levels.’

“And you will,” the receptionist said with enthusiasm. “You are part of the White Unicorn movement now. Most adventurer guilds are only in it for fame and profit, but we fight the good fight. When the Overlord’s armies come for the west, they’ll find that our shores have teeth. We’ll throw him back into the Abyss where he belongs.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Sorry, I get a little fired up just thinking about it. I hope the Paladin will lead us to battle in my lifetime.” The receptionist cleared her throat. “Let us get back on track. I read that you are a level 24 Dreadnought, so you’ll be given a C-rank license. This means you can accept C-ranked quests and below from our board.”

She proceeded to explain to Simon the basics. The quest system was more or less identical to the one Dassein introduced to Simon when he explained the bounty system: quests were ranked from E to S depending on the expected danger, which ranged from killing monsters to escorting caravans or VIPs to stranger tasks like collecting certain ingredients for alchemical potions.

The main difference was that adventurers couldn’t take requests above their own rank for their own safety unless they received special permission from the higher-ups. This annoyed Simon since it meant the most lucrative jobs would be gatelocked, but on the other hand, asking for better ones would probably require revealing Belzemine’s true power. A level seventy elf was bound to bring unwelcome attention.

Everything seems clear and simple enough, Simon thought as the receptionist explained how to contact clients, recover their rewards, and what other benefits the guild brought to its members, like lodging and training facilities. Was the Prince of Spiders playing a joke on me? If this place has a secret, then I can’t see–

Thump.

Simon’s head abruptly snapped to the side as his heart pounded so hard in his chest. A buzzing noise echoed in the back of his head.

“Simon?” Eole asked upon noticing his unease.

Simon struggled to focus on her words. His Overlord Class was sensing something extremely dangerous in the vicinity. The effect wasn’t as suffocating as when he stood in Vouivre or Elios Magnos’ presence, but still noticeable.

Belzemine looked tense, too. Her eyes had turned to a group of adventurers walking into the hall, and most specifically, to a female elf among their numbers. She had skin slightly darker than Belzemine's, with long silver hair tied in a ponytail and ageless green eyes. She carried a mage scepter, but though she radiated the calm confidence of an experienced fighter, she wasn’t the source of the feeling–

There.

At the center of the newcomers’ group was a young man of twenty, as handsome as a god of legends, with fair skin, curled azure hair tumbling over eyes that looked like liquid steel. A white cloak fluttered over his tunic that showcased his lithe yet strong body, and his hand rested on a silver sword at his belt. A small court of women escorted him like hens did with a rooster, and though he seemed to speak to them with courtesy, he didn’t smile at any of them.

That man looked like any aspiring knight, but… something about him shook Simon to his core. He could feel the Overlord spirit react to his presence like a snake in the presence of a mongoose, a beast recognizing an ancestral enemy.

The stranger seemed to share the same feeling, too, for he suddenly froze in place and looked around. Simon hastily focused back on the counter to avoid his gaze, praying the man wouldn’t single him out from the hundreds of adventurers present.

“Who is this guy?” Simon asked the receptionist.

“Alphonse of Lore, son of Ser Richard of Lore, the Sword Saint,” she replied with stars in her eyes, clearly being smitten with the man. “They say his dad is the next Paladin, if you can believe it.”

“I don’t,” Simon replied. The rumors were wrong. He could feel it in his bones.

The Class had picked the son over the father.

  

    
        Chapter 36: Simon the Adventurer (6)

    
    
    
    
  That spider bastard!

Simon cursed that wicked trickster, even as he rammed his new sword through an orc’s chest and spilled its entrails all over the grass. An arrow bounced off his Overlord armor—which he had disguised as a Dreadnought one with Fiendmask—and Belzemine incinerated an axe-wielder trying to flank him. 

Infamous out of all Tribes for their ability to adapt to all kinds of environmental pressures, goblinoids started out as small, gremlin-like creatures that eventually evolved into different forms based on their environment. Orcs were something of the middle of the pack: a bunch of large humanoids with thick brownish skin, strong bodies, and sharp teeth who were not as smart as gremlins, not as tough as ogres, and not as stealthy as bugbears, but versatile enough to be a threat nonetheless. The empire had even begun to build entire platoons out of them by providing them with training and equipment in recent years. 

The group raiding the lands of Lord Jordan was far from being imperial-bred elites. Most of them didn’t even carry metal weapons—only a few wielded steel swords or axes they had likely stolen from their victims—but they made up for it with numbers. Forty of them had come down the hill after Simon’s group found their camp, roaring and charging forwards in an attempt to frighten them. Non-Class users would have likely fled in terror at the sight, but Belzemine blasting a third of them with a single fireball had taken the wind out of their sails. Afterwards, Eole took flight to sing, Simon fought the orcs brave enough to stand their ground in melee, and Belzemine incinerated those that tried to flee with long-range fire spells. 


Eole’s Hero’s Rime song slightly raised all of your stats!



Belzemine could have easily massacred this group on her own, but Simon insisted that everyone participate equally in order for everyone to gain experience. Since she lacked any offensive abilities, Eole focused on assisting her allies with buffing songs. Her wings allowed her to fly too high for arrows to reach her, and not a single orc managed to get close enough to harm Belzemine.  

Simon wouldn’t really call this massacre a battle, but it sadly did wonders for his mood. 

He knew, the bastard, Simon grumbled as he cleaved a fleeing orc in two. The Prince knew and set me up! 

Was that a rogue’s idea of a prank, to put an Overlord and Paladin in the same room? Had he figured out Simon’s true identity, or been informed by Balzam the way Duchar had been? All Simon could be certain of was that he had been had. They had been lucky to leave the guildhall undetected. 

From what Simon gathered, the Monoceros Guild had been founded forty years back after Gargauth crushed the fifth White Unicorn Rebellion and ate the Paladin Crestone. With no one to lead them, support among the movement ebbed as warriors signed on with mercenary companies to make ends meet. Creating the Monoceros Guild had been an attempt to bind the military-minded adventurers together, keep them sharp by providing training, and gather funds for the inevitable day when the Paladin would return to lead them; an opportunity that Balzam Magnos ironically provided when he slew his predecessor and accidentally released the Crestone back into the wild. It had constantly slipped through the empire’s grip since in search of new wielders. 

No Paladin had lived long enough to bind the Overlord’s enemies together, largely because candidates kept being assassinated before they could reach their true potential; something that Simon now realized was the result of Balzam’s own foreknowledge. The rumors attributing the Class to Ser Richard of Lore rather than his son were likely an attempt to protect the lad until he could grow into his own. 

The Paladin and the Overlord were natural enemies—to the point that some whispered Mardok created the latter Class specifically to oppose the former—but surely conflict wasn’t inevitable. Simon had nothing to do with the empire anymore and remained determined to do good. If the Paladin was as noble as the tales said, then surely the current one would understand their situation and show him mercy. 

Hopefully… 

Simon was wise enough not to try his luck and decided to keep a low profile. He would avoid the guildhall from now on and rely on Eole to take requests or gather rewards on his behalf. 

Once he had finished off the last of the orcs, Simon looked around the hill to ensure they hadn’t missed any. Lord Jordan paid one gold coin per orc scalp or skull, and the Guild would take roughly a fourth of the reward as the middleman's cut.  

Simon recalled that the average soldier was paid three hundred silver a year, or roughly one gold coin a month. This one mission would thus cover the equivalent of three commoners’ salaries. No wonder so many people wanted to become adventurers. 

But Eole told me that the waitress alone was purchased for two thousand and a half silver, so a hundred gold coins, Simon thought. It would take us two to three more jobs like this one before we can legally purchase one slave, and orc brigand dens don’t grow on trees. 

Eole was right. As much as Simon welcomed the capital and experience, playing by the rules would get them nowhere. 

Simon regrouped with his allies. Eole observed the slaughter with a dark scowl—Simon wasn’t sure if it was the sight of so many bodies that displeased her or the fact they had to exterminate even those that tried to flee—while Belzemine hardly seemed to focus on anything. She had looked troubled since their visit to the Guild, and her skin was much paler than usual. She almost seemed sick.  

“You’ve been in a dark mood all day, Belzemine,” Simon noted in elvish. He could guess why. “Did you know the elf that follows Ser Alphonse?”

Belzemine nodded slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty. Her name is Frea. She is a powerful Sage who studied under the Oracle.”

“A Sage, you say?” Simon recalled that it was a highly powerful Vassal Class of the Librarian with advanced spellcasting abilities. 

“Frea serves the will of Illusea. She has fought at the Paladin’s side in many White Unicorn Rebellions.”

“I see.” It didn’t surprise Simon all that much. “She must have been sent to protect the current until he could grow into a threat to the Overlord.” 

“Are you certain that the boy is the Paladin?” Eole asked him. 

“I can’t confirm it for sure unless he dons his Class outfit in front of us, but he felt like the Paladin to me,” Simon insisted. “My Class reacted to his own, and he seemed to have sensed my presence too… which isn’t good for me.”

Eole stared at him with concern. “He and his allies will see you as an enemy to exterminate.”

“Their entire guild—nay, the whole White Unicorn movement—revolves around opposing the Overlord,” Simon confirmed. “I doubt I can expect any quarter from them.”

“I understand your unease,” Eole conceded. “Still, I do think we could try to parlay with them should the worst come to pass. I would vouch for you, and surely this Alphonse will listen. Tales say the Paladin is a just soul and the embodiment of righteousness.”

“And the Overlord is said to be evil incarnate, yet here I stand saddled with it. I won’t take unnecessary risks.” Simon turned to Belzemine. “I will have to ask you to use a Fiendmask to alter your face and hair from now on. It would cause us great trouble if this Frea recognizes you.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” she replied obediently. 

“Now, let us collect the skulls and be done with this quest,” Simon decided. Cutting the heads off of dozens of corpses would be a long and tiresome work, so he figured it was as good a time as any to test his new spell. “Impcantation.” 

He waved his hand, and a small circle of fire burned in the grass. The smell of sulfur rose into the air, the miasma condensing into the shape of three small reptilian creatures, each roughly the size of a large dog. The creatures had red-greenish scales, tiny bat wings, and whip-like scorpion tails lashing behind their back. Pointed horns curled back from their twisted, fanged faces.

Imps were the weakest of all demons and, according to Belzemine, naturally servile towards any strong Dark-aligned entity like the Overlord or archfiends. Nonetheless, they were still a mischievous and cruel lot, and the Impcantation spell only compelled them to obey explicit orders; Belzemine drilled him extensively about the danger of giving vague commands open to interpretation or leaving demons unattended. 

“Look, it’s the Lord O’ Dark!” one of the imps said upon seeing Simon, speaking in a demonic language only he could understand. The other two whistled and cackled in joy in response. “The Lord O’ Dark called us!”

Their knowledge bothered Simon. Either demons could sense the Dark in him, or the Impcantation spell provided them with information on their summoner. He would have to keep that in mind. 

“Answer my call, minions of darkness,” Simon replied in their own tongue before waving his hand at the slaughter. “Behead these orcs and fill our bags with their skulls!”

“Guys, the corpses are still warm!” one of the imps cackled before begging Simon to let them do some mischief. “Can we eat their livers?!”

“Can we shower ourselves in their blood?!” inquired the second imp. 

“Can we stick their entrails up their own arses?!” asked the third. 

Simon marked a short pause before warily answering, “Yes, you may, but after the job is done. Let that be your payment for a task well done.”

“Yay!” The critters rejoiced before escaping the bounds of their summoning circle and abiding by their contract.  

“What did those things say?” Eole asked with a hint of distaste. She had no love for demons, even bound ones.

“You don’t want to know,” Simon replied as the imps began to literally rip orc heads off their bodies with their teeth and claws. “They will linger until their task is complete and their reward claimed, which shouldn’t take long.”

Eole shook her head. Was that remorse Simon spotted in her gaze? “We shouldn’t have taken the request.”

“Don’t tell me you’re mourning orc bandits of all people?” Simon inquired. 

“They are living creatures, same as you and I. They could have changed their ways one day, yet dead, they bring nothing to the world.”

“That may be true, but rehabilitating goblinoids takes a lot of time and resources we do not have.” Even Louis’ attempts to incorporate them into the army had mixed success and involved massive purges. “In the short term, their demise will make the local peasants safer and bring us some coins.” Simon let out a sigh. “Though our current profits won’t help much in freeing the slaves.”

“I fear you are right,” Eole lamented, though she didn’t lose hope. “I have asked the shifters in the Copper Dragon staff, and they told me the owner is as shrewd and cruel as he is old. Threatening him won’t work–” 

“Wait.” Simon’s head perked up. “How old are we talking about?”

“Old enough to have a foot in the grave.” Eole squinted at the question. “Why?”

Simon stroked his chin. It was a wild idea, but a potentially profitable one. “I may have a plan to free the Copper Dragon’s slaves without spending a single coin.”

“A plan?” Eole asked, before the imps’ antics distracted her. “Wait, why are they ripping open the orcs’ belli–” Her hands moved to her mouth in horror. “By the gods!”

Simon winced, and wisely decided not to summon imps in Eole’s presence again.



After the imps completed their work and departed back to the Abyss—causing Eole to throw up her breakfast in disgust while at it—the group recovered their pay at the guild, then arranged a private meeting with the Copper Dragon’s owner, a certain Argas Septic. Simon was careful to interrogate the staff on the man prior to their rendezvous, and every tidbit of information they gathered hardened his resolve. 

The man who welcomed them in one of the inn’s backrooms looked exactly as Simon had imagined: a jaundiced and hunched bald vulture of a man with sagging skin, whitening eyes, and a near toothless mouth. The wealth of his robes, rings, and necklaces hardly covered his scrawny figure, though the two hardy thugs he kept around as his bodyguards more than compensated for his physical weakness. 

“Welcome, Mr. Legredo,” Argas Septic said with a sharp voice when he welcomed Simon and his allies inside his study. It was well-furnished, with fine carpets, leather chairs, a wooden desk, and a painting of a handsome young man hanging over the wall; Septic’s own portrait from better days. 

“Thank you for agreeing to this meeting,” Simon replied. He was the only one to sit, with Eole and Belzemine standing behind him. “Especially on such short notice.”

“How could I not?” Argas gave Eole a crooked, lurid smile as one of his bodyguards served them cups of wine. “My halls are full of visitors wishing to see the beautiful shifter songstress that follows you around…”

Eole scowled in disgust at his stare, and Simon himself remained stone-faced. “I will be straight and to the point,” he said. “I wish to purchase your fine establishment and all of its staff. Preferably tonight.”

Argas nearly choked on his wine. “Quite the bold proposal,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I would be more than willing to trade some of my… employees… but the Copper Dragon is not for sale.”

“Surely there must be a price that would change your mind.” 

Argas scoffed. “I have built this place with my own sweat and toil, and I am not long for this world. I will die under this roof. If my daughter wants to sell her inheritance away, you will have to negotiate with her once I am gone; and I intend to stick around for a few more years, thank you very much.”

“A few more years is a very short time,” Simon replied, knowing his moment had come. “What if I told you that you could have a century ahead of you?”

“I would call you a fool and a liar.” The old man snorted in disdain. “If you are one of those alchemists peddling me another elixir of youth, you can take the door.”

“No, I have no potion to offer.” Simon glanced at the thugs near the door. “Can these human guards of yours keep their tongues?”

“Yes.” Argas frowned with suspicion. “Human guards?”

Simon smiled, and then triggered his Fiendmask spell to undergo a drastic transformation. He changed his skin into blackened scales and let ram horns sprout from his head, alongside illusory wings, claws, and fangs. His face shifted into a ghastly, ghoulish skull with blazing eyes.

In short, he looked very much like a demon of myths.  

Argas spilled his wine and sank into his chair, while his guards gasped and drew their swords. Belzemine caused both of their blades to heat up with a wave of her hand, forcing them to drop their weapons. Eole smiled maliciously and folded her wings, and Simon had to admit she could look rather sinister when she wanted to. 

“Why such fear?” Simon chuckled darkly, doing his best impersonation of his father’s dark moods. “You take no pain to hide your dread, but surely you must have expected one of us to visit you one day.”

“You…” Argas coughed in fear and horror, his eyes sinking into his skull; something that clearly filled Eole with quiet glee. “You are…”

“A demon from the Abyss, yes.” Simon joined his fingers in an authoritative pose to better sell the lie. The bodyguards were now too frightened to say anything. “Worry not, I am here for business, not slaughter. You see, I am something of a merchant too, Mr. Septic. I trade in souls, youth, and years of life.”

A little glint of greed pierced through the old vulture’s fearful gaze. “Years of life?”

“Yes, hence my proposition. It lies within my power to grant you a hundred years of youth… for a fair price.” 

The old man glared back at him. “You expect me to sell my immortal soul for a hundred years?”

“Who said anything about your soul, old man?” Besides, Simon was pretty sure the Abyss would have him for free anyway. “As I said, I want your establishment and all of its staff. You may reincarnate once you pass on.” 

“Why?” The shrewd old man asked, his fingers shaking on his chair’s armrests. “Why my inn?”

“You must have heard stories of vampires and fiends requiring invitation to enter a household,” Simon said. “There is a kernel of truth to those tales. I need an estate in your city to work most of my sorcery here. By ancient laws of magic I must abide, and this den of sin shall serve my purpose well. I sense I will do good business under this roof.”

That was complete hogwash, but Argas bought it line, hook, and sinker. Simon opened his palm and summoned the Brand of Lust in the air. 

“I can grant a taste of youth to anyone bearing this mark,” Simon explained. “Would you care for a test?”

It was an obvious bait, and the old man was too shrewd to take it… and greedy enough to consider it. He turned his gaze at one of his bodyguards, a middle-aged thug with graying hair.  

“Walder,” Argas said. “Try on our guest’s brand.”

The man winced. “Boss, with all due respect–”

“I’ll pay you triple.”

“As I said, it is only a taste,” Simon added. “It will fade away quickly.”

The bodyguard, Walder, clenched his jaw but eventually pulled up his sleeve. Simon applied the Brand of Lust to his arm. The effect was immediate. The man’s hair turned from grey to black, old scars and patches of skin fading away. Half his years were shaved away in an instant, replaced with newfound vigor.  

“I cannot believe…” Walder muttered to himself as he touched his face. “The pain in my back and the aches are gone…”

Argas, who had witnessed everything with rapturous attention, could no longer hide his desire. He turned his head to his younger portrait, probably imagining himself restored to his lost glory and empowered by the wisdom of his years. 

“So?” Simon asked. “Do we have a deal? The Copper Dragon, its staff, and slaves for a new century.”

“It will take time,” Argas said, trying to delay so he could think things through. “If I show my face with sixty years shaved off, people will talk and–”

“I do not care,” Simon replied coldly. “That will be your problem to deal with. Pass yourself off as some estranged bastard coming to visit his father or the sort. It is a very popular tale among my clients.”

“But–”

“I have other potential associates to visit should you refuse my offer. If you say no, we shall not meet again.”

It was a lie, but the old man was desperate enough for a taste of his lost youth to let the opportunity go to waste… and too greedy to settle for a century. “A hundred years isn't enough," he said sharply. “You can give more.” 

“Greedy, are we?” Simon chuckled darkly. This discussion was going even better than he expected. “It is within my power to extend your life beyond a century, but your establishment is worth less than what I so generously offered you.”

“I have other assets,” Argas insisted. “A manor, land, contacts…”

“They might earn you a handful of decades, no more.” 

Argas longingly hesitated, and then asked with a little hint of shame, “Can I sell you my daughter’s soul?”

How could a human being actually say that? Simon was thankful that the Fiendmask helped him hide his contempt, and that Eole didn’t understand the common tongue enough to comprehend what this heartless fool had just offered. 

Simon pretended to consider the offer without a word. Balzam Magnos’ silence had always been ten times more terrifying than his words, and Argas sank deeper in his seat with each passing second. 

“If she were younger, that would have been possible, but alas, she is her own person now,” Simon replied. “However…” He knew he held Argas by the pants when his head perked up. “I have plans for this city, and someone like you could be of use. For each year you shall spend in my service, I shall reward you with three more years of youth.”

“Five,” Argas immediately countered. 

Simon pretended to consider it. “Four, if you convince your daughter to fall into my employ as well.”

“Deal.”

Simon snapped his fingers, which was the signal for Eole to place a piece of paper on the desk. She did so with the largest smile in the world. Although she couldn’t understand the language they used, the action more or less confirmed their ploy had worked, something which filled her with delight. 

“I have taken the liberty of pre-writing our contract for this fine establishment,” Simon explained. “Your terms of employment will be covered in a separate document once you secure your daughter’s agreement as collateral. It goes without saying that neither you nor your guards shall speak of this, nor of my true identity.”

Argas frowned and checked the terms. “Where do I sign?”

“Here.” Simon pointed at a spot below the text. “And not with ink.”

That whole contract was, of course, wholly unnecessary, but good theatrics helped sell the lie. Argas grudgingly asked one of his bodyguards to cut open his thumb with a dagger, after which he signed his name on the contract. Eole covered her mouth as he did so, probably to suppress her laughter. 

Simon put the Brand of Lust on Argas’ arm and watched him morph back into the spitting image of the portrait hanging on the wall. 

“Young again… young again!” Argas boasted as he all but bolted out of his seat in joy. He jumped in place, grinning and touching his face like a newborn rediscovering the smoothness of his skin. “I had forgotten how it felt to walk without a limp!”

“Oh, that reminds me,” Simon said, turning to the bodyguard he had branded earlier, Walder. “I only promised a taste.”

The man collapsed as Simon drained the life out of him through the Brand of Lust, startling his employer and colleague. 

It was Simon’s first time doing that, and it was frighteningly effective. He could feel the lifeforce and vigor of the man deserting him through the brand and now filling his own flesh. It offered no benefits since he had no wounds to heal, besides a sinister thrill akin to drinking alcohol. 

Simon stopped short of killing him, but Walder looked like he had aged twenty years in an instant; in short, bringing him back to square one. 

“The contract is ironclad, but there shall be no betrayal on your part,” Simon informed a rather shocked Argas. “Do we have an understanding, Mr. Septic?”

The man glanced at his newly aged bodyguard, then nodded sharply. “Yes, we do.”

“You will keep your mouth shut, the both of you,” Simon informed the guards, with the fresh one helping the drained one stand back up. “Do you understand? This did not happen. I am a human merchant who purchased this place fairly. Do you understand?”

The two guards didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sir,” they meekly said at once. “Yes, boss.”

“Good. Then you may take the rest of the night off to settle your affairs. I expect to see you all in my new office tomorrow morning.” Simon glanced at the portrait. “You can keep the painting.”

Argas and his goons wisely didn’t linger long, leaving Simon and his allies alone in the office. Eole quickly confirmed that they were gone… and then exploded in laughter. 

Simon had never heard the kish laugh, and he found it to be such a gentle, melodious sound, almost like a waterfall. He wished to hear it more often.

“So?” he asked his comrades in Elvish. “How was I?”

“Your Majesty’s acting was amazing,” Belzemine said. Even she couldn’t help but crack a small smile.

“You should consider a career as a bard, Simon,” Eole mused in between fits of laughter. “You have a true talent for it.”

“Thank you kindly.” Simon dropped his disguise and sat in his new chair. He found it extraordinarily comfortable, and not just because of the rush of a new level-up that accompanied it. It’s good to be the boss. 


Level 25 Overlord Perk: Unquestionable Ruler II (Passive): Lower-leveled undead, demons, and sentient monsters instinctively see you as a figure of authority to be obeyed.  



They had a base, a front, and a profitable infrastructure with ties to the slave trade they intended to dismantle. The real work could begin. 

“Now that’s settled,” Simon said as he opened the desk drawer and quickly found what he was looking for: the registry of slave sales. “Time to change this place’s management.”

  

    
        Chapter 37: Simon the Adventurer (7)

    
    
    
    
  The Copper Dragon takeover proved to be an even better investment than Simon expected.

The transition happened smoothly. Leticia Septic, daughter of the now officially deceased Argas Septic—and who proved equally eager to sell her services to a demon for youth as her father—revealed his will to the world, which entrusted his business to his ‘long-term business associate’ Simon and part of his wealth to his ‘newly discovered long-lost nephew,’ Argas the Younger. The old man kindly asked his daughter to emancipate all his slaves on his deathbed, a request which she magnanimously granted.

“You think like a human who sees hardly a year ahead,” Simon had replied when the Septics questioned his decision. “The seeds we plant today will bloom in decades to come. We shall make this place a haven for those seeking shelter and salvation, so when I choose to come to them clothed in light, they shall sell me their souls as surely as the devout answer to their god.”

“So this is how a demon thinks,” Leticia had replied with a hint of awe in her voice. “I should learn from your patience.”

It was astonishing the kind of nonsense Simon could get away with by faking wisdom and foresight. His accomplices simply assumed that an ancient, demonic being like him simply knew what he was doing. Simon had heard how some venerated the Overlord before the Reformation, and he believed the tales now.

A good week passed since that fateful night, during which Simon, Eole, and Belzemine peacefully oversaw the transformation of the Copper Dragon from a den of vice to a much better establishment.

After emancipating the slaves, most agreed to stay on as paid employees for the time being, since they lacked accommodations or didn’t even know the local language in some cases. Eole had more or less settled into the role of manager and even begun practicing the Valnean tongue to ease her people’s transition into their new lives.

The next issue they had to solve was the monetary one. Most of the Copper Dragon’s profits came from its prostitution, ‘dogfighting’—an euphemism for underground slave gladiatorial combat—and Dreamshade drug-running. Simon had put an end to these activities, and invested in monster pit fighting instead. His newly enhanced Unquestionable Ruler Perk allowed him to easily pacify creatures the Monoceros Guild put bounties on, which he then compelled to fight in gladiatorial battles in the Copper Dragon’s backrooms for the entertainment of visitors and gamblers alike. The change from shifters to more impressive direwolves and hydras was a wild success. Simon’s Perks allowed him to fix fights at his leisure as well to ensure income stayed consistent.

The plan was simple: use the cash generated by this new venture to exfiltrate slaves and use the Copper Dragon as a ‘washdish’ that could help them disappear. The Septics had already provided information on some Valnean abolitionists who could assist in the whole endeavor by providing either papers or smuggling services.

Everything was going so well… until a morning when Simon woke up sweating up a storm, a sharp pain in the back of his skull. He nearly fell off his bed in his confusion and barely caught himself.

He had heard a scream in his sleep, a wail in the night, half a nightmare and half a call echoing in his head; a familiar voice.

“Shabram?” Simon called out telepathically to his ally. “Shabram, is something happening?”

No answer. No feedback.

A shiver traveled down Simon’s spine. It wasn’t that Shabram refused to respond; the Brand of Sloth was gone. He couldn’t sense it. Either some power had managed to remove the brand from Shabram, or…

No, no, she can’t be dead, Simon told himself. The empire’s spymaster, assassinated? Ridiculous. There has to be another explanation. Maybe she’s in an area that blocks telepathy, or using a divination shield that’s keeping me out.

Simon told himself that all morning, though he couldn’t quell that awful feeling in his chest. It continued to press on him even after put on clothes and moved to his office to begin another day of administrative paperwork.

He found someone waiting for him there, sitting in his chair.

“Simon,” Silk of the Cobweb said, greeting him as if he were an old business partner who hadn’t called in a while. Her pipe released spicy smoke into the air. “I hope you take visitors without an appointment.”

The freshly decapitated head of Argas Septic sat on the desk.

Simon stared at it for a second, then closed the door behind him and put on his false Dreadnought armor. This amused Silk more than anything. “I am not here to fight you.”

“How did you get in here?!” Simon snapped, his sword drawn. His office was carefully guarded; how could no one see her sneak in? Moreover, the fact that he didn’t sense Argas’ death bothered him.

It seemed that only the Brand of Sloth allowed him to check on others by virtue of the telepathic connection it provided. Other marks provided no feedback upon the wearer’s death.

“I walked through the front door.” Silk inhaled from her pipe. If she was afraid of a confrontation, she hid it well. “You know the Prince could blow the whistle on you anytime he wants. There’s quite a hefty bounty on your head on both sides of the Dragonsea.”

Simon’s jaw clenched on its own. “I don’t see what you mean.”

“I think you do, Your Majesty.”

A long, tense silence hung in the room as Simon weighed cutting down the woman on the spot and dealing with the consequences later. He had the feeling that the Prince of Spiders would simply send another messenger, but at least it would get his point across.

“The truth is, the Prince finds you fascinating,” Silk said with a vulpine smile. “An Overlord on the run setting up a slave liberation operation in his enemy’s backyard, using criminals bound to him by magic… it’s quite the oxymoron, don’t you think? Are you trying to level-up and build your powerbase away from your siblings? Is it guilt that compels you, or has that winged shifter ensnared your heart?”

How could they know about his identity? Did they somehow figure it out after keeping him under surveillance? Or had Balzam already informed them he would be his likely heir, the same he had briefed Duchar?

Simon could only think of one reason why the Cobweb would involve itself in his affairs so suddenly. “The Dreamshade drug that transited through this establishment came from your organization?”

“Smart boy.” Silk hummed from her pipe. “Now, the Prince is a wise and reasonable person. He sent me to negotiate in order to keep the operation running.”

“If I were indeed the Overlord, your prince of the gutter would be unwise to make an enemy of me.”

“Hence why I’m here, bearing gifts.”

Simon sneered and pointed at Argas’ head. “You would dare call my own employee’s head a gift?”

“Oh, that? It’s unrelated to our business.” Silk scratched the hair on the bloody head as if it were a pet. “Young Leticia put out a contract on her daddy’s head a few weeks back to hasten up her inheritance. Your presence threw a wrench in those plans, but a contract is a contract. We can provide you with a more capable replacement anytime you ask.”

The worrying part was that it sounded plausible, considering what Simon had seen of Leticia Septic so far. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

Either way, Simon wouldn’t allow that woman to get the better of him. “Spare me your prattling,” he said. “I can recognize an attempt at intimidation when I see one.”

“It is true that we could make life very difficult for you if we wished, but once again, why resort to threats and violence when cooperation will win us more?” Silk crossed her legs. “All the Prince asks for is that you keep the drug trade running smoothly, and he will be happy to ignore your business.”

“For now.” Simon could see the writing on the wall. “Your kind is never satisfied. It’s only a matter of time before you return with more demands.”

“Do not mistake us for common extortionists. We aim to create solid strands that last lifetimes.” Silk breathed out a cloud of smoke. “If you want nothing more from us, then you won’t see us again so long as the Dreamshade continues to flow, and we’ll close our eyes on your activities. The Prince has nothing against abolitionists. None of them can dent our income, and some are our best clients anyway. Of course, our door will remain open if you decide to… deepen our relationship.”

“I see where this is going.” Simon sensed an opportunity for leverage. “You want to sell off my brand of eternal youth.”

“It has indeed piqued the Prince’s interest, and we could all profit from further collaboration.”

“I’ll think about it,” Simon lied. He had no intention of collaborating with the Cobweb, but shutting the door closed now might convince the Prince to act against him. “I’ll… consider turning a blind eye to your drug-running. Now get out of my office.”

Silk pondered his words for a second, then rose from her stolen seat. She had the grace to take Argas’ head with her, dangling it by the hair and spilling dry blood on the floor.

“Do you actually think you can use your Class for the good of others, Simon Magnos?” Silk asked as she walked past him on her way to the door. She looked more puzzled than anything. “You are the Overlord. Mardok created the Class because the mere thought that someone, somewhere, would live happily outside his dominion maddened him. The power you wield embodies his malice and will to enslave all the free people of the world. It will never make the world a better place.”

“Watch me,” Simon replied with a sneer. “Shut the door on your way out.”

“I will.” She grabbed the doorknob, only to stop. “Oh, one last thing. Did you have anything to do with the explosion in Frightwall?”

Simon blinked behind his helmet. Although he showed no outward sign of his surprise or confusion, Silk still picked up on it.

“You didn’t know? How curious.” She put her hand on her waist and decided to enlighten him. “There’s been a massive magical explosion at Castle Frightwall last night, so vast it damaged the capital. The castle is already repairing itself around the Crimson Throne, as it has recovered countless times before, but thousands are presumed dead and both parties are accusing each other of the attack. The Prince was wondering if you were behind it.”

What the Abyss is she talking about? Simon struggled to make sense of it all. He had passed today’s date many times in previous reigns, and no explosion ever damaged Castle Frightwall. Still, the fact that Shabram’s brand had become unresponsive pointed to trouble in the capital. This shouldn’t have happened, unless… unless…

“Are Lady Shabram and Patriate Malphas among the victims?” Simon asked suddenly.

“The Spymaster and Lord-Treasurer?” Silk frowned. “Why?”

Because yesterday was the day Patriate and his daughter should have been assassinated. If the explosion had indeed happened last night, as Silk claimed, then the timing would be awfully suspicious. It’s too much of a coincidence. 

“They were still excavating corpses when the Prince received the report, so I cannot say. You’ll likely learn more in tomorrow’s newspaper when the information reaches Valne.” Silk finally took her leave. “You were wise to depart your homeland. This blast will be the fuse that lights the civil war.”

Simon watched her leave without a word, more questions weighing on his mind. Did Patriate’s survival cause a chain reaction of some kind? Or did he trigger the explosion somehow? The fact that his murder seemed to have prevented this disaster in other reigns certainly pointed to his involvement, assuming Silk spoke the truth.

How did one even blow up Castle Frightwall? No one ever managed to destroy the Crimson Throne at the center, and the place regenerated from any damage so long as it stood. The Overlord was said to see everything within its walls as well, so smuggling a bomb inside–

Oh. Simon hit his face with his palm. No Overlord, no danger of discovery. 

Lord Paimon confirmed that the elves learned of Balzam’s death early in the previous reign and informed Endymion’s other enemies. Any of them would have seen a golden opportunity to shake the empire’s center of power with the Overlord gone.

Is Lauriane alright? Could I have done something to prevent this? Simon shook his head. No, no, this is no longer my problem. I’m out. My life is here now, and there’s so much work to do.

He knew the civil war was inevitable the moment he left Frightwall. He had made his bed, and he would now have to lie in it.

“Simon.” Eole’s voice snapped him out of his morose thoughts. His friend slowly opened the door to his office, a look of concern on her face. “Simon, can I talk to you for a minute?”

Simon squinted at her. “Did you see Silk on your way here?”

“Silk?” Eole blinked in confusion. “I didn’t see anybody walking by.”

That was somehow even more unsettling. “I will explain later,” Simon decided. The concern in Eole’s gaze bothered him. “What did you want to discuss?”

“Belzemine. I think… I think she is unwell.”

“Unwell?” Now that took Simon aback. “She seemed fine during our sorcery training yesterday.”

“I think she’s hiding it. She’s been going to bed earlier and earlier and oversleeping lately. She still hasn’t come out of her room.” Eole bit her lip. “I can tell something is wrong.”

“Well, in that case, we can simply check up on her.”

Surely it was nothing troublesome.



Belzemine looked like she was on her deathbed.

Eole’s suspicion had been confirmed when she failed to open the door to her bedroom when the two of them came knocking. Simon had forced his way in to find his elven teacher in a terrible state.

Her skin had turned pallid like that of a fresh corpse, her eyes sunk in her skull until he could see the outline of her bones, her body shivering and shaking uncontrollably. Her fingers felt colder than ice when Simon touched them.

“Is she sick?” Eole asked, her voice wavering.

“She’s mana-deprived,” Simon muttered to himself in horror. “Search her belongings for a manalith, now.”

Simon should have seen it coming. Elves needed mana-rich environments to survive. That was the entire reason why they stuck to regions around their manatrees rather than colonize the world like humans did. Belzemine had warned Simon in a previous reign that she kept charged manaliths to sustain herself outside Castle Frightwall for days, but warned that casting spells would deplete them quickly.

She had spent the last fortnight since they arrived in Valne alternating between taking quests and teaching Simon sorcery. His suspicions were confirmed when Eole brought him pebbles, which he recognized as mana-drained stones.

She had run out of reserves and said nothing.

“How long have you been running on fumes?” he asked Belzemine, whose eyelids appeared heavier than stones to her now. “Why?! Why didn’t you warn me you were running low on mana?!”

“Your Majesty…” Belzemine’s voice was so weak Simon could barely hear her. “Your Majesty needed my magic.”

“I need you alive, too!” Why did she keep something like this hidden from them? “You could have told me!”

“Your Majesty… does not… need me…” Belzemine rattled, her breath heavy. “Your Majesty can execute me now… You will gain many levels.”

“What—what foolishness is this?” Simon shook his head, aghast. “Do you want to die?”

“That is… my life’s purpose…” Belzemine closed her eyes, her breath wheezing. “Your father said as much… since I couldn’t give him an heir of elven blood, then my death would have to feed his successor… a withered womb is useless…”

Simon’s blood froze in his veins when the horrible implications of that statement dawned on him. Eole too covered her mouth in pity and disgust.

I should have killed him more often, Simon told himself. Everyone Father touched turned to ashes. 

“I will not kill you, and you will not die,” Simon told Belzemine. “Do you hear me? I order you to live!”

“I know Your Majesty will… discard me… you want me to leave…” Sweat dripped down her forehead. “Lord Mardok, I… I don’t want to… do it…”

She’s delirious, Simon thought. She needs mana right now. 

But how? Belzemine had been proficient enough at transforming miasma into mana that she could survive inside Castle Frightwall, so creating a Dungeon might help… but doing so inside the city would no doubt bring every adventurer to their front door. She needed an easier source of sustenance.

“How close is the nearest manatree?” he immediately asked Eole.

“A few horse-ridden days away west,” Eole replied grimly. Putting aside the fact that the local dryad might react badly to Simon’s presence, the same way the Green Mother had, Belzemine wouldn’t survive that long.

They needed a closer source, and Simon could only think of one.

“I have a plan,” Simon told Eole upon summoning the Brand of Lust. “This mark allows the marked person to drain the lifeforce of others. If we feed her some of the monsters downstairs… maybe she’ll have a chance.”

“She can take some of mine,” Eole said immediately.

“Too risky,” Simon decided. “I have never tested this particular power before and it might kill you. Bring one of the ratlings. Nobody will mourn them.”

Eole hesitated a moment, then nodded and left the room to pick up their sacrifice. Simon then pressed the Brand of Lust against the back of Belzemine’s head, right next to the Brand of Sloth. “Accept my gift.”

“Yes…” the elf muttered, the mark seared into her skin.

Eole soon returned with a caged ratling. The creature looked like a rat the size of a small cat, with the exception of having an evilly bearded, fanged humanoid face and hands. They were vicious vermin and a popular target for adventurers’ first jobs. It ceased to growl at Eole the moment it saw Simon, whose Unquestioned Ruler Perk quickly pacified it.

“Take some of this creature’s lifeforce to recover, but try not to kill it, Belzemine,” Simon said, yet Belzemine either failed to hear or follow through. He scowled in annoyance, realizing he had to be more forceful. “This is a direct order, Agnes.”

Eole winced at his wording, but Belzemine did listen this time. The elf put a hand through the cage’s bars, and the obedient creature did not resist when she seized it. Mana flowed from the animal to the elf, the beast withering while Belzemine’s face regained some of its color.

True to her order, the elf pulled back her hand before she could drain the ratling to death. It fell to the side, unconscious and barely breathing.

“Do you feel better, Belzemine?” Simon asked.

“I… yes, Your Majesty.” She no longer sounded delirious at the very least. “I… thank you.”

“We have other monsters you can drain.” Simon had no idea how much mana an elf required to survive, and he hoped it would be enough until they found a better solution. “We’ll forswear magical lessons for now. You’ll stay in bed until you make a full recovery–”

“No!” Belzemine’s hands grabbed his arm with the energy of despair. “Your Majesty, I swear I can still work!”

“You can’t, and you won’t!”

“I swear I can!“ Simon could feel her nails sinking into his flesh. “I can play games with you, I can cook for you, I… I can be your concubine…” And then she started to cry. “Please don’t cast me aside…”

Simon found himself at a loss for words as one of the most powerful elf archmages in the world clung to him like a drowning woman to a raft. Eole watched the scene with the saddest, most compassionate expression he had ever seen on her face.

“What did they do to you to destroy you so utterly?” she asked so softly, and received no answer.

Simon wondered what to do. He could only think of one way to calm her down, and he absolutely hated himself for even considering it… doubly so when he realized it was that or she would end up killing herself somehow.

“Agnes.”

Belzemine’s head snapped up like an obedient dog.

“You belong to me,” he said, every word leaving a sore taste in his mouth. “You are my property, and I need you. But to be useful to me, you have to regain your strength. A good slave does as it is told. Do you understand, Agnes?”

“Yes…” She finally let go of his arm and wiped her tears. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You are going to stay in bed and recover your mana, until you become useful to me again.” Simon cursed his father, Gargauth, and that bastard Mardok for making him complicit in their cruelty. “Do that, and I will reward you, Agnes. Rest well until then.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The sea of her despair had subsided, replaced with that mask of mechanical stoicism she had grown so comfortable with. “As Your Majesty wishes.”

Simon exchanged a glance with Eole, who had watched everything without saying a word, and then left Belzemine to rest. She was certain she wouldn’t do anything rash now that he had given her an order, but it still left him uneasy.

“I had no choice,” Simon told Eole with a sigh once she closed the door behind them. “I’m sorry. It was the only way.”

“I know,” Eole replied with deep sorrow. She didn’t blame him, which said a lot considering her abolitionist beliefs. “It is my fault. I should have paid more attention to her. She is so unwell she would rather die than be useless to you.”

“No kidding.” In hindsight, removing Belzemine’s Brand of Pride had been a terrible mistake. It had psychologically unbalanced her to the point of suicidal obsession. “What should we do with her?”

Eole crossed her arms. “Her wounds run too deep for her to even consider freedom yet,” she said. “Treat her kindly, the way your predecessors never did. Cherish her, and love her. Help her heal, then maybe one day… Maybe one day, she will feel strong enough not to need you anymore.”

Simon had the feeling that this day wouldn’t come until a very, very long time. “We have another problem. She won’t leave me, and I’m not sure draining monsters will be a sustainable solution.”

“Where could we find more of these manaliths?” Eole inquired.

“We could buy them, but it would be quite expensive.” So expensive that they would have to give up their plans for slave liberation. “There’s… a potential supplier.”

“No,” Eole said immediately. “If you give them an inch, they will take your whole arm.”

“Then we’ll have to make concessions elsewhere, or find some treasure.” Simon scoffed. “We’ll need to take a look at the guildboard and pray.”

Why was it so hard to be a good person?

  

    
        Chapter 38: Simon the Adventurer (8)

    
    
    
    
  True to Silk’s warning, it didn’t take long for news of the imperial civil war to reach Valne’s shores.

Reports of the explosion that shook Castle Frightwall arrived two days after her visit, detailing how a rain of light descended from the heavens and blasted the Overlord’s wicked castle to pieces, only for it to rise again from the rubble. Some attributed it to the wrath of the gods smiting the wicked Overlord, others to a Church or War Party secret weapon.

Whatever the case, Simon was certain it wasn’t a bomb. The fact that it only happened in this particular reign, after he removed Belzemine from court and Patriate had avoided assassination, implied those two had something to do with it somehow.

“A rain of light…” Belzemine whispered when he gave her the day’s newspaper. “There are spells like Heavenly Judgment that behave similarly… but to raze Castle Frightwall, even for a time, it would need to be… Tier X, the highest tier of magic. Only the Oracle or multiple archmages working together would be capable of casting that, Your Majesty.”

Simon knew it. The whole deal with Patriate had something to do with the elves. “Why not use such a powerful spell earlier if they had it all along?”

“A spell so powerful… would have taken very long to refine and required guidance…” Belzemine coughed. Though her health had improved since they started feeding her monster lifeforce, it remained insufficient for a full recovery. “Either someone cast it from inside the castle, or with a… with a guiding sigil of some sort. An anchor.”

Simon pondered her explanations. Could the elves have somehow exploited the lack of Overlord in Castle Frightwall to set up such a guiding rune inside its walls? This seemed the likeliest explanation, and would confirm that they had someone on the inside. Could Patriate Malphas have been in league with them?

That particular mystery was unfortunately likely to end up with a dead end this reign. Lady Shabram, Patriate Malphas, and quite a few generals were reported missing and presumed dead in the explosion. Empress Euphemia, who had been in the castle during the attack, managed to survive it by the skin of her teeth and accused Louis of attempting to murder her. It didn’t help that the Marshal of the Empire had been coincidentally on a trip to Magvolia when this happened. In Simon’s opinion, it looked more and more like a frame job, or at least an attempt to stoke the fires of civil war.

And it worked.

News continued to drizzle in in the following days, starting with the awful destruction of Amnadiel in an airship raid, followed by strategic bombardments on Louis’ enemies that killed thousands in what would become the civil war’s opening volley. High Confessor Mastemo reacted by declaring a holy war in Euphemia’s name, with the Queendom of Cocagne swiftly announcing its support for the empress by sending squads of mages into Louis’ fiefdom of Magvolia.

News said that Lord Paimon had recalled his daughter Anna home to the Berwick Islands and declared his neutrality in the conflict. This time, the two parties left him alone since he wasn’t secretly sheltering the Overlord in his halls.

Another surprise followed a week later, when reports of a certain dragon warlord leading a rebellion in Telluria reached Valne. Simon wasn’t sure if letting Casval run free or Castle Frightwall’s destruction had somehow emboldened Vouivre, but she openly announced herself, began to besiege Beleth, and called upon all Gargauth loyalists to join her in reestablishing the ‘natural order.’

“The War of the Triad?” Simon scoffed upon reading the day’s newspaper with Eole. Nearly two weeks had passed since the attack on Frightwall, and the troubles in Endymion were on everyone’s tongue. “What a ridiculous name.”

“Everyone is talking about it at the Monoceros Guild,” Eole replied. She had grown to quickly master the Valnean tongue, likely thanks to her Songstress Perks. “Half of them want to intervene to retake Magvolia, and the rest want to wait for the imperial parties to bleed each other out. The first war refugees are flowing in, too.”

“I know. City officials visited me to rent out some rooms for newcomers.” It was easy money, though not the kind Simon was all too proud to profit from. At least they’ll be safer with us in charge. Argas would have no doubt enslaved most of them. 

The next article detailed how Euphemia’s forces had apparently destroyed ten of Louis’ airships in a battle over the Navarre region by calling upon bound Eidolons to fight them in the air.

Norbelle has the Summoner Noble Class, Simon recalled. It allowed its user to call on creatures to her help, and she had inherited her mother’s Visionary third eye on top of it. Is that the Church Party’s trump card? Enslaved false gods? 

So far, the War Party controlled most of the western and northern parts of the empire, the Church Party dominated the south and heartland, and Vouivre was exploiting the chaos to make headways into Telluria even without a demon crystal. Some speculated that Scaland’s scalefolk-heavy population might even declare for her in the near future.

The civil war had barely started, and yet not a day passed without news of some village being bombarded or a fiefdom being sacked for proclaiming allegiance to the wrong group.

“Could I have stopped this?” Simon muttered to himself. So many lives had been lost because of his family’s savage struggle for power. “If I had chosen otherwise, would all these people still be alive?”

“You couldn’t have changed anything,” Eole comforted him. “You said so yourself when we first met.”

“I’m not so sure.” Leaving Agnes at the castle and going to the Berwick Islands had at least delayed the chaos by months until Dassein finally uncovered his identity. “If I had stayed–”

“Your siblings and stepmother would have still fought each other,” Eole replied bluntly. “When you gather vipers in a den, it is not a question of if they’ll bite, but when. You are not responsible for your family’s actions.”

It didn’t feel that way to Simon. Reading the news about the massacres was one thing, but Simon had seen an airship bombardment with his own eyes, and perished in it. He had seen the flames of imperial war machines engulfing the Berwick Islands. The mere thought that such destruction was now happening all across his homeland deeply depressed him.

He had to find a way to nip this civil war in the bud in a future reign. Too many lives were at stake.

Eole studied his expression for a moment before squeezing his hand.

“You have received an evil power and chosen to use it for the good of others, Simon, when your family chose violence on their own,” she said, her delicate fingers warm to the touch. “Many people here owe their freedom to you, and we are set to help many more. In the end, this will make more of a difference in the world than becoming another warlord.”

Simon wasn’t so sure, but her kindness and earnestness warmed his heart. “Thank you, Eole. I appreciate it.”

She gave him one of the loveliest smiles he had ever seen; the kind that could have probably compelled men to duel for her favor on the spot.

She didn’t let go of his hand either.

It felt nice, very nice… until Simon recalled Anna, at which point a wave of guilt overwhelmed him. He pulled back his hand and avoided her gaze.

Eole looked deeply, deeply disappointed for a moment, but she quickly guessed his reason. “You already have someone.”

“I did.” Was the Anna of this timeline the same as the one he had promised to marry? Did he still owe her his faithfulness, even though she was half a world away and unlikely to meet him again? He had never given thoughts to such matters, but the memory of his last reign was too fresh on his mind. “I’m… sorry, Eole, but I’m not ready for romance. It’s too soon.”

“I understand. It was presumptuous of me.” Eole seemed to understand, and didn’t offer any reproach. She simply accepted his choice and moved on. “I would still like to take you and Belzemine to my people’s sanctuary one day. I think you would both like it there. I have so many friends to introduce you to.”

“Perhaps after we find some more manaliths,” Simon replied. Still, he was looking forward to it. “Any luck on that front?”

Eole’s good mood quickly deflated. “The price rises each time I look at them. I’ve heard the army has put restrictions on sales to keep a supply should the war come to Rosanne.”

Simon had feared as much. “I have a plan to make us more money. If it doesn’t work… I might have to knock on the Cobweb’s door.” Eole immediately scowled at the idea, but Simon insisted. “I don’t like them either, but they’re already using the Copper Dragon to smuggle drugs. They could help us obtain manaliths.”

“I am against dealing with them, but… if you think we have no other way, I will trust your judgment. I will keep looking for good quests at the guild in the meantime.” Eole rested her head on her hand. “What plan do you have in mind?”

“A new business.” Simon chuckled. “A jewelry business.”



One of the few rules of war was that it always drove up demand for useful magical items. Everyone wanted to feel safe from conflict, even when it happened an ocean away.

As it turned out, there was a rather lucrative market in Rosanne and Valne for enchanted accessories. Rich people loved to both flaunt their wealth and feel safe; and a beautifully crafted brooch shielding them from poison or fire achieved both aims. Crafting Class users were so rare and valued that most ended up in a guild or under government contract that carefully regulated their activities, so many were willing to pay top money for private, off-the-book commissions.

Unfortunately, the use of miasma in their creation—which Simon’s Class required—would have immediately brought too much unwanted attention. The Septic family’s contacts among Rosanne’s merchants helped him fence a few, but Argas’ death cost them a few connections; something he had chastised Leticia for. As much as he looked down on the man, he couldn’t have employees putting hits out on each other.

All in all, Simon wasn’t making much progress until a certain woman showed up at his office unannounced.

“You are wasting your time and talents with the local bourgeoisie, Simon,” Silk said, playing with a Ring of Cursed Flame he recalled selling not even two days before. “Custom orders and collectors pay best.”

Simon glared at her. Considering the ease with which she kept infiltrating his office, she had to have a roguish Vassal Class of some kind. “I don’t want your organization’s help.”

“No, but you need it. Besides the lack of profit, you’ll bring the city watch to your door if you keep bumbling your way into our world. You’ve already attracted some attention you could have done without.” Silk smiled at him with the ironclad confidence of someone convinced they had already won. “Your craftsmanship impressed the Prince. He offers you a fifty-fifty share after reasonable expenses, to be paid either in gold or manaliths for your friend’s recovery.”

“Are you—are you spying on me?” Simon scoffed. “Stupid question, of course you are.”

“Please. We spy on everyone.” Silk flipped the ring in the air. “What kind of items can you make?”

“Shouldn’t you already know?” Simon mused. “Or are there cracks in your omniscience?”

“Even we cannot pierce through Your Majesty’s Anathemic Secrecy, which vexes us,” Silk admitted. “But if you try to cheat us, we will know it soon enough.”

Good to know. Simon weighed the pros and cons of revealing something so sensitive to a criminal organization before realizing they would likely figure it out anyway from his deliveries. “Any accessory, so long as I use miasma in its creation.”

“So you can create cursed items?” Silk’s smile turned almost predatory. “Excellent.”

“Do you actually want to buy harmful items?”

“You would be surprised how many people would pay for items capable of discreetly sabotaging their rivals, and how few people can actually make those.” Silk met his gaze. “We will forward you lucrative orders. This would be a purely transactional arrangement, with no hidden strings nor other mutual obligations. In, or out?”

Simon considered the proposal. It looked fair on the surface, though he was pretty sure they would fleece him on the fifty-fifty percent share—since he had no way to actually check how much the Cobweb would sell the products for—and it was clear they would use cursed items for harmful purposes.

Nonetheless… nonetheless, Belzemine’s health required it, and Silk was right. He was getting nowhere with his current arrangements.

“I have two conditions,” Simon said. “First, if I say no to a particular order, then it’s no. The end.”

“Fair enough. And the other condition?”

“Neither I nor Eole, nor any of my employees, can be connected to this in any way.”

“Who do you take us for? You’ll stay clean.” She offered him her hand. “A deal then?”

Simon reluctantly shook it and concluded his second demonic deal. It didn’t please Eole when he informed her of it, but true to her word, she trusted his decision and promised she would continue to support him should he need anything.

Afterwards, Simon started receiving very specific custom orders from Cobweb courtiers regularly visiting him. A few commissions were relatively simple enough to complete, like variants of his Ring of Cursed Flames protecting the user against certain types of elemental damage; other orders were more complex and impossible for him to fulfill, like necklaces capable of directly killing their wearers. Simon was wary of exposing the true limits of his crafting and spellcasting to someone like the Prince of Spiders, so he refused those orders without providing an explanation. Most were simple enough for him to fulfill anyway.

Though Belzemine was confined to her bed, she could still offer Simon pointers on spellcasting. It didn’t take him long to master the Blindness curse and incorporate it into some accessories, and then she began to teach him the Toxin spell to poison targets.

“His Majesty must have a strong Ailment affinity,” Belzemine observed after he crafted a necklace that would immediately poison anyone who wore it; Simon guessed it was meant to be a literal poisoned gift. “A strong Corrosion one, too.”

“Affinity?” Simon asked.

“Every individual has affinities for specific elements or aspects of magic, depending on their tribe, Class, or personal nature. The stronger one’s affinity in an element, the easier they can learn affiliated spells or techniques.” Belzemine lowered her head. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, I should have taught you this earlier.”

“It’s fine.” This made Simon curious. “I never saw elemental affinities on my stat screen.”

“Only divination spells or specific Classes like Scholar can glean this information.” Divination spells would fail on Simon due to Anathemic Secrecy, and the one Scholar he knew was probably dead by now. “I could use my Healer Perks to figure out Your Majesty’s–”

“No magic until you’ve recovered, Agnes,” Simon insisted. It would be a useful piece of information, but there was no rush.

Weeks faded into months as they settled into their routine. Simon mostly split his time between managing his organization, taking the odd adventurer job, and crafting items. The Cobweb always paid on time, and the manaliths they provided slowly helped Belzemine regain her full strength. Most monster hunting quests at the Monoceros Guild dried up, though not for the reason Simon expected.

“The receptionist told me only specific teams are allowed to hunt monsters for now,” Eole told him after another fruitless request hunt, “including Ser Alphonse’s.”

“They’re trying to help their Paladin level-up quickly,” Simon guessed. “Oh well. We can gain both wealth and experience through other means.”

Simon had noticed that creating different cursed items provided a small influx of experience, which his Quick Learner Perk boosted further. He wouldn’t gain anything from creating copies, but even slight variations on a design—like a Ring of Cursed Water rather than Cursed Flame—provided some benefits. Small influxes accumulated, until a certain notification hit Simon once he finished his latest creation.


Overlord Level 26 Perk: Deathmastery III (Active): You can attempt to bind the soul of any creature you’ve killed within the last minute, if they are of a lower level and fail to resist the effect. If you are successful, the soul is trapped in a black gem of solid miasma and denied reincarnation until it is shattered.



A rather ghastly ability, especially considering its implications. A month spent freeing slaves, ensuring refugees would have a better life, and nursing Belzemine back to health didn’t give him a single level.

But creating cursed magical items for an underground criminal syndicate did.

Anna was right, his Class would never reward good behavior.

Well, at least the money he gained was well-invested. The goodwill he earned from abolitionists for his efforts in emancipating slaves, and the favor he gained among city officials by helping them with the refugee crisis, helped him glean information kept away from the public when it came to the empire’s civil war.

As many feared, Scalland’s scalefolk population had apparently declared for Vouivre, and Dassein had been forced to retreat from Beleth in order to reinforce War Party forces to the south. The Princedom had fallen soon after, putting all of Telluria firmly under Vouivre’s heel. Officials informed Simon that bloody tales of ethnic cleansing of shifter groups that had allied with the empire had reached their ears.

He kept that from Eole, knowing it would break her heart.

All in all, it appeared that while Vouivre still lacked the strength to fight the Magnos family one-on-one, she had managed to punch above her weight and become a strong contender for the raging civil war.

Everyone was speculating where the Overlord was. The Monoceros Guild promised a hefty reward to anyone providing them with information on their nemesis’ whereabouts, but the Cobweb had yet to reveal it. Simon guessed he made them more money with cursed items than what they would gain from the bounty.

And then… and then came news he would rather have done without.



The Copper Dragon was lively in the evening with the sound of their beer mugs hitting each other in the feasting hall.

“Congratulations on your recovery, Belzemine,” Eole told the elf with a wide smile after they completed their toast. “I am very glad to see you out of bed at long last.”

“Thank you, Lady Eole,” Belzemine replied with a faint smile. She still struggled to show emotions, but she was slowly growing more relaxed in their presence. “I am sorry I have been such a burden on you.”

“Think nothing of it,” Simon replied. He was happy to have at least saved her life. “You’ve done well.”

They had lived in Rosanne for two months now, and made quite a life for themselves here. Simon had come to enjoy his life there, the tranquil monotony of simple work in the company of good friends like Eole, and the peace of mind he enjoyed without having to deal with his family’s conflicts.

A pity he knew that time was coming to an end.

“I am in the mood to celebrate,” Eole said while sipping her beer. “I’ve been asked to sing during the opening of Rosanne’s Flower Festival next week. I think I could get you both front row seats for the celebration.”

Simon scowled. He guessed now was the time to break the bad news. “We can’t stay in Rosanne much longer.”

Eole blinked in surprise. “Why so?” she asked with a frown. “Did something happen? Is it the Cobweb?”

“Worse.” Simon shook his head. “My contacts in the government informed me that the League of Valne is preparing a draft. Its city-states are planning to form a coalition with Lore and retake Magvolia from Endymion while it is tearing itself apart. Everyone with a Class will be called to fight, including the entire Monoceros Guild.”

“No one will force you to do anything now that I have recovered, Master Simon,” Belzemine eagerly promised.

“Using force will get us nowhere,” Simon replied. “I don’t wish to fight my countrymen, and I can ignore the guild contract easily enough, but that will bring unwelcome questions.”

“The contract compels you to answer the guild’s call to arms,” Eole recalled, a scowl forming on her face. “They will come for me and Belzemine as well.”

“I’m afraid so. I suppose we could change identities, but the Copper Dragon will come under investigation.” Simon turned to Eole. “I’m sorry. I know you worked hard to turn it into a good place for runaway slaves.”

The news left Eole saddened, but she quickly regained her composure. “The Copper Dragon can run itself without us. I do not trust Leticia Septic, but I know employees who can continue where we left off.”

“I see.” That reassured Simon somewhat. He was loath to leave someone like Septic in charge. “Then we only have to find a good next destination.”

“Muse, perhaps?” Belzemine suggested. “Or the Berwick Islands?”

“We would need a ship, and the port is under tight surveillance,” Simon replied. “We could go to the Cobweb to smuggle us discreetly out of the city, but I don’t trust them.”

“We could go to my people’s sanctuary,” Eole suggested once more. “It should fly over this continent in a few weeks. I have learned of a mountain nearby that would let us catch it if we reach its summit. No one will track us down there.”

Her wording quickly caught Simon’s attention. “Fly over?”

Eole straightened up in her seat, looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping, and then leaned forward. “I please ask you never to reveal what I am about to share, for it is the greatest secret of the kish people,” she whispered, her voice covered by the noise in the feasting hall. “You are my friends, and so I extend this trust to you.”

Simon and Belzemine nodded sharply. Eole took a deep breath and then revealed her secret.

“When the Year of the Doom tore the world asunder, part of Telluria was flung into the air by quakes,” she explained. “A small continent’s worth of rock was thrown into the sky, including villages, forests, lakes, even a manatree… yet this landmass never fell. Manaliths in the rocks kept it suspended in midair. It continues to fly to this day, hidden among the clouds.”

No way… Simon’s eyes widened in surprise. “Are you saying–”

“Yes. My people’s sanctuary is a floating island, and thus accessible only to those with the power of flight.” Eole smiled fondly as she recalled her homeland. “I know a chant that, once sung from the highest of mounts, will reach my people and cause them to send aid. They will help me carry you to our sacred land, as we have with some chosen brave souls across the centuries.”

“Mount Colt is only a few days’ ride from Rosanne,” Belzemine pointed out. “Would it be high enough?”

“Yes. That was the destination I had in mind.” Eole turned to Simon expectedly. “I would like it very much if you could both see my homeland. I am sure you will love it.”

Simon exchanged a glance with Belzemine, who would clearly go along with whatever he decided. It didn’t take him long to make his decision.

“I would love to see it too, Eole,” Simon said.

It would be a wonderful adventure.

  

    
        Chapter 39: Simon the Adventurer (9)

    
    
    
    
  Ascending up a mountain was a mystical experience.

Located west of the League of Valne, the Stone Crown formed a barrier of mountains separating it from the Kingdom of Lore. The highest of them, Mount Colt, used to be a volcano, though it had slumbered ever since the Year of the Doom.

The three of them—or rather, Simon and Belzemine, since Eole could simply fly—had been trekking up the mountain’s slope for a day now, passing by mountain cabins whose chimneys let smoke rise into the clear blue sky, narrow roads, and wooden bridges binding different sides of small ravines. They barely encountered a soul besides the occasional bear or lynx fleeing at their approach.

Mountains were so quiet, so peaceful. The sensation of the pure air flowing into his lungs, the faint song of the wind, the clear sky… Simon couldn’t recall any other place that had left him feeling so serene. In fact, he enjoyed it so much that the group agreed to stay the night in a cave they had found carved into a cliff two-thirds of the way up to the summit. They spent the night there, cooking around the campfire and looking into the clear horizon. They could see the green land fading into the sea in the distance, and Simon would count the memory of watching the sunset with Eole and Belzemine among his favorites.

The next morning topped it, however, when he woke up to find his companions staring at something beyond their refuge’s jagged entrance.

“Shush,” Eole had whispered while inviting him to come closer. “Look.”

Simon moved closer and held his breath when he spotted a couple of winged horses with two foals grazing not too far from the cave. They hadn’t noticed their presence yet.

“I’ve never seen wild pegasi before,” Simon muttered. The species was extremely rare on the eastern continent, since the imperial army mostly trained Berwick-born griffins or more aggressive wyverns.

“They used to live in Endymion once, back when elves still lived there,” Belzemine said with… Simon wouldn’t call it nostalgia, but her voice did betray a certain fondness.

“Some of them often fly all the way to my homeland,” Eole replied with a bright smile. “They usually travel in large herds, so the others mustn’t be too far away.”

One of the pegasi’s heads perked up, perhaps due to having heard or smelled them. It let out a sound, and the entire family quickly took flight. They vanished in an instant that felt like half a lifetime.

After all the wars, the assassinations, the undead, and the monsters, it was nice to see that the world was still full of beautiful things.

“I will miss the food,” Eole said once they had breakfast. This might be their very last occasion to taste Valnean pastries, though they had set aside a few as gifts for their future kish hosts. “We have none of that honey and sugar at home.”

“Are all of your people vegetarians too, Lady Eole?” Belzemine asked. It had taken two months, but she had started to speak up without prompting.

“Yes and no,” Eole replied. “Our elders strictly regulate hunting to ensure the animal population of our sanctuary replenishes itself, so we are only allowed to eat meat at certain special times of the year. Many of us still prefer to avoid meat entirely, even during those periods.”

“I wonder what kind of fauna would have evolved on a flying island,” Simon mused. “I’m surprised our airships never discovered your existence.”

“The sky is an ocean, vast and wide, and your airships do not fly high enough to reach us yet.” Eole stared at her coffee with unease. “I fear the day when they will.”

“Well, it won’t be for a very, very long time,” Simon reassured her. “Endymion will be too busy rebuilding itself once the war ends to look up, no matter who wins the civil war. Your people will have years to prepare.”

“True. I hope the elders will listen to my warnings. We have stayed hidden for so long, the world has moved on without us.” Eole watched the clouds in the sky. “Maybe it is not such a bad thing. For all the corruption and wickedness I have encountered in these lands, I have met good souls such as yours as well. I am sure our elven community will be happy to make your acquaintance, too, Belzemine.”

“I…” Belzemine’s fragile joy quickly faded away at the mention of her true name. “I hope so as well. It has been a long time since I last visited an elven village.”

Eole immediately picked up on it. “I'm sorry. I did not mean to open up old wounds.”

“Worry not, Lady Eole.” Belzemine straightened up in embarrassment and quickly changed the subject by presenting Simon with a handwritten note. “I have finished analyzing your elemental affinities while you slept, Your Majesty. My findings are relatively imprecise since divination spells fail to gather information on you, but I ascertained much by studying the miasma and mana you poured into your creations.”

“Oh?” Simon checked the note. Belzemine had classified his affinities on an axis from strong to weak.


Very Strong: Soul, Darkness, Ailments.

Strong: Physical, Mind, Corrosion, Metal, Fire, Earth, Frost, Lightning.

Neutral: Support, Water, Wind, Mythic.

Weak: Wood, Life.

Very Weak: Light. 



“What does Support cover?” Simon inquired. “And what’s Mythic?”

“Support usually covers non-elemental magic that strengthens or weakens oneself or others, like stat alterations,” Belzemine explained. “Mythic is power that transcends the elemental spectrum, such as raw magic.”

“And I suppose ‘Life’ covers healing spells?” Simon guessed. “I can forget ever becoming a healer then.”

“I see no cause to complain, Simon,” Eole mused upon reading the text. “You have been blessed with more advantages than disadvantages from what I see.”

“There are Classes capable of altering one’s elemental affinities, Your Majesty,” Belzemine comforted him. “I myself only received a strong Fire affinity because of my Pyromancer Class.”

Interesting. Simon wondered if it would be worthwhile to devour Crestones that could compensate for his weak affinities. Not that he was in a position to do anything about it at his current level, but that was something to keep in mind.

“Thank you, Agnes,” Simon said. Hearing her slave name pleased the elf as much as it disappointed Eole. Hopefully the sanctuary’s elven community could help improve her state of mind.

Once they had finished their breakfast, the group packed up their belongings and continued their ascent along a trail. The air grew thinner as they worked their way upward, but their Classes and enhanced stats allowed them to bear it.

They finally reached the summit by midday. It was surprisingly flat for a sleeping volcano’s caldera. The dusty floor of the crater was covered in pumice gravel, and at its center stood an old and primitive stone temple. It was hardly bigger than a house, with old walls, a cracked roof, and a hole for a door.

“What’s this?” Simon asked as they walked up to it. “This place looks abandoned.”

“I’ve heard the locals built a temple here after the Doom to honor the volcano’s spirit,” Eole replied as she grabbed her oud. “Climbers often leave offerings there.”

“I guess we can leave a pastry behind,” Simon mused out loud. “So, how long until your friends answer your call?”

“That depends on how quickly my song will reach them. Hours, maybe?” Eole chuckled. “They are rather quick.”

“Well, I guess we can check the temple then–” Simon sensed Belzemine’s hand move in front of his chest, stopping him midstep. “Mmm?”

The elf was tenser than a bowstring, her gaze squarely set on the stone temple’s threshold. Simon followed her gaze and–

Thump.

It can’t be. That same familiar malaise overwhelmed Simon’s senses once again, boiling the blood in his veins and quickening his pulse. That’s not possible. 

And yet it was.

Ser Alphonse of Lore stepped out of the temple, sword drawn.

Belzamine changed into her Pyromancer Class Outfit without warning, and Simon imitated her by putting his false Dreadnought armor on. Two women adventurers who had followed Alphonse at the Monoceros Guild stepped out from behind the temple alongside that elf, Frea, and a grizzled, hooded knight.

Simon glanced at the trail behind them to see a handful of warriors he had seen at the Monoceros Guild close their escape route. Half a dozen archers and mages also stepped out of hiding from behind the caldera’s jagged edges.

“I do not understand,” Eole muttered in shock and disbelief, her hands clutching her oud as she activated her Songstress Class.

I do, Simon thought. He knew it the moment he saw the look of pure contempt and hatred the Paladin sent his way. Fiendmask would not save him. He can sense the Dark in me, as I the Light in him. 

“Simon of House Magnos, Fourth Overlord of Endymion,” Alphonse said, his voice dripping venom. Pristine, plated white armor materialized over his skin, alongside a large, rounded shield. A single horn glowed out of his helmet, a blue cloak bearing the symbol of a white unicorn fluttered from his shoulders, and his sword soon began to radiate a holy light that displeased the Overlord in Simon’s heart. “In the name of the Holy Kingdom of Lore, the League of Valne, and the Mana Goddess Herself, you are hereby under arrest.”

They knew.

Nay, they had been warned.

“How did you know we would be here?” Simon inquired. He could only think of one possibility, and it infuriated him.

The old, hooded knight deigned to enlighten him. “You’ve been sold out, Ser, and not cheaply. The Prince of Spiders auctioned off your identity and location one day after you departed Rosanne.”

Simon’s anger was only matched by Eole’s sheer fury. “Those traitors!” she cursed with anger. “After they forced us to close our eyes to their actions!”

“Did you really think crooks like them had any honor?” one of the women adventurers asked, some redhead rogue wielding a longsword in one hand and a dagger in the other.

They sold me out the second our association was no longer profitable, the bastards. Simon knew they were spiders, and he still let them bite him. I hope that Prince has eight limbs, so I can tear them all off!

Simon swore revenge, whether in this reign or the next. Treachery would never go unpunished on his watch.

But he had to survive that betrayal first.

“A battle is pointless!” Simon argued. “We are about to depart this land, and with no intention of ever returning!”

“Lies,” Alphonse replied coldly. “Even now, you cloak yourself in a Class that’s not yours. I can sense your malevolence from here, the evil boiling in your cursed soul. It hates me. It wants me dead, and to destroy all that I cherish.”

“Simon is not his Class! It does not define him!” Eole shouted with sincerity. She stepped in front of him, a hand on her chest. “I owe him my life and freedom, as do hundreds of souls in Rosanne! He has broken the chains of slaves, fed the poor, and nursed the sick back to health!”

“A web of deceit to hide his crimes!” the hooded knight argued back. “How many seeds of destruction has he sown with those cursed items of his? It will take us months to recover them all! Imagine the harm they will do in the meantime!”

“But–”

“Eole, you are wasting your breath,” Simon cut in. He could see the cold, ugly truth written all over their faces. “They made up their minds a long time ago.”

They would not let him leave here without a fight.

The elf, Frea, summoned a staff to her hand and faced Belzemine. “Step away from him, Belzemine.”

“No, Frea,” Belzemine replied without emotion. “I will slay all of His Majesty’s enemies. Even you.”

“Does his slave brand compel you to defend him?” The elf scowled in genuine concern. These two knew each other more than Belzemine let on. “I will have to incapacitate you then.”

“I will not let you kill His Majesty,” Belzemine insisted.

Frea appraised her for a moment before answering, “He will not die.”

She said it so flatly, so coldly, that Simon immediately knew her proposal was both sincere and would result in an outcome even worse than death.

“You want to seal His Majesty away,” Belzemine guessed, “If he dies, his Class will pass on to another.”

“The cycle of the Overlord has to stop, for the good of the world.” Frea turned to Simon. “It will be painless. Like a dreamless sleep.”

“No thank you,” Simon replied, his grip on his sword tightening.

“If you are truly as noble a soul as your companion believes you to be, then throw down your weapon,” Frea said, unperturbed. “The kish and Belzemine will be spared and taken care of. You have my word.”

Her word was worth nothing, and Simon refused to spend eternity trapped under some rock or magical sigil, begging for eons until something finally killed him and restarted the next reign. There had to be a way for them to walk away from this trap.

They outnumber us, but they haven’t attacked yet, Simon thought. He could taste the fear in the air. They have no idea how strong I am due to Anathemic Secrecy, and they know exactly what Belzemine is capable of. 

Could they win? Belzemine would likely need to do the heavy lifting since he was only level 26, and Eole could only do support, but Simon had seen her pulverize high-level individuals with a single spell. However, she only had so many manaliths in reserve to replenish her mana…

Whose order are they waiting for to strike? Simon’s gaze turned to Alphonse, whose posture reminded him of a manticore assessing whether or not to pounce. You. You’re the weak link. 

“You, Paladin.” Simon pointed his blade at Alphonse. “Raise your sword and come fight your battles. I challenge you to a duel.”

Alphonse glared back at him. “A duel?”

He didn’t blow it off immediately. Good. “If I win, my companions and I go free, and I swear I shall not return to these lands in my lifetime. If you win…” Simon grunted in frustration. “I will surrender, and you will let my companions go.”

Frea scoffed. “Your bargaining position is highly dubious.”

Eole returned her contempt. “Ambushing an innocent while you outnumber us five to one… is that what a coward calls chivalry in Lore?”

The elf and the adventurers clearly couldn’t care less, but Simon could see Alphonse’s narrowed eyes through his helmet. Her words had rattled him.

It all revolved around Alphonse. Members of the White Unicorn were honorbound to follow him into battle and he was young, unbloodied, sheltered by an ancient elf archmage, forced to hide in his father’s shadow until the day his handlers deemed ready. Something he probably chaffed at.

It probably stung each time people praised his father as the paladin, both because he had to hide his true skill and because it put another in danger for his sake. He had waited so many years for this moment when he could finally show his true self and earn the glory all young knights craved.

I know your kind, you wellborn prick with something to prove.

Simon had spent enough time around Thalas to learn how to handle these people.

“Wait, could you be afraid?” Simon asked Alphonse with a mocking, scornful laughter. “Is that why your Guild only allowed you to hunt monsters? Because you were too weak and scared to fight me without a hundred levels?”

“I do not fear you,” Alphonse replied hatefully. “I accept your terms.”

His entourage gasped, none louder than the old knight. “Alphonse, don’t! That’s exactly what he wants!”

“You are not ready for this, Alphonse,” Frea warned him, which Simon took as a very good sign.

“I have been ready my whole life.” Alphonse stepped forward. “All of you, step back. I will deal with him.”

His men exchanged worried glances, but to deny their chosen one the duel he was literally prophesied to fight was too much even for them. Frea scowled darkly, even as she stepped back alongside the others.

She wouldn’t abide by the duel’s terms even if Simon won. He could tell.

Simon glanced at his allies. Eole bit her lip in concern, and Belzemine’s face was ice cold, but they trusted him enough to step back. Soon their audience formed a wide circle while the Paladin and the Overlord faced each other.

“You are fighting the wrong man,” Simon warned Alphonse. “I hope you understand that.”

“I don’t think so.” Alphonse adopted a fighting stance, shield and sword up. “I sensed your presence at the Guild all those weeks back; a corruption in our midst. Yet you were gone before we could identify you, and hid yourself well. No more. Today, you pay for what you have done.”

“I have done no harm to you or these people,” Simon argued back. “And if my family harmed you, I had no part in it.”

Alphonse scoffed behind his helmet as he began to circle around Simon, who imitated him; neither daring to strike first. “Thirteen years ago, my uncle traveled to Magvolia to trade with your people, and your empire rewarded him with torture and murder.”

Thirteen years? Could it be… Simon shook his head. If it was that man… “I was seven back then.”

“And I was seventeen when your assassins murdered my teacher, who should have inherited the Paladin Crestone instead of me. Do you know what they said to me when they were done gutting him in his sleep?”

The Paladin’s sword somehow glowed even brighter with the flames of his anger.

“‘With love, from Simon Magnos.’”

Simon meditated on that answer, then took a long, deep breath. “Would you believe me if I said it was just my father being a colossal prick?”

“No.”

“Pity.” Simon dropped the Fiendmask, shedding his false Dreadnought armor for the dark steel of the Overlord. So many onlookers recoiled at the sight of his true self, but not Alphonse. “Then come lose your horn, if you dare! Dark Saber!”

Miasma shrouded his claymore in shadows as Alphonse lunged at him like a leopard, his longsword shining like the sun.

Their blades soon clashed, and with them, Light and Dark.

  

    
        Chapter 40: Simon the Adventurer (10)

    
    
    
    
  Their blades clashed in a scream of steel.


Dreadful Aura negated by Aura of Bravery!



Ser Alphonse was on Simon in the blink of an eye, his longsword a snake of light. Simon could almost hear it screech when it met his claymore. The Paladin followed their first clash with a flurry of lightning-fast blows, each of them meant to wound and kill. Simon barely managed to parry a strike by leveraging his greatsword’s superior length and range, his counterpush forcing Ser Alphonse to jump back.

The respite barely lasted a second before he pressed the attack again, sparks flying when upswings and sideslashes met his parries. Simon mentally thanked Leonard for insisting on practicing with weapons beyond just relying on his proficiencies, because his Warmonger-enhanced instincts quickly failed to keep up with the onslaught.

He’s swifter than me, and the better swordsman, Simon thought, his blood pounding in his head as sparks flew. But my strength surpasses his. 

Simon retaliated with a swing that crashed on Alphonse’s shield so hard he was thrust back a few feet. Simon immediately followed through by pointing a finger at his foe and firing off a spell. “Toxin!”

A cloud of nauseous smog materialized over Alphonse’s armor, causing him to cough and wince as he took some minor Corrosion damage, only to quickly shrug it off.


Poison Ailment negated by Holy Fortitude.



How many ailment protections does a Paladin have? Simon cursed as a good chunk of the audience jeered and called him a coward for attempting to use poison. At least the damage had gone through, so he’s only immune to the Ailment, not the Corrosion element. 

“You would let poison do your dirty work?” Alphonse snapped at him with disgust. “I see why you sent assassins to murder my teacher in his sleep, you craven coward! You cannot win a fair fight!”

“I told you I had nothing to do with that! Besides, you ‘brave knights’ weren’t above ambushing us either!” Simon replied coldly before opening his palm. “Land of Darkness!”

Simon attempted to claim the crater as his Dungeon, like he had with the dryad’s forest in his previous reign, in order to enjoy its buffs. Darkness coiled in his hand in the form of a miasma crystal from which an evil will seeped out. Simon spotted Frea raising her staff in alarm, probably to try to counter his magic or protect her allies from the emerging Dungeon.

She didn’t need to.

Alphonse raised his sword of light and stuck it into the ground. “Sanctify!”

A pulse of holy light erupted from the Paladin and shattered Simon’s miasma crystal in an instant. Its pieces broke into smoke, flowing through his fingers like sand.

“You shall not befoul this land or any other,” Alphonse swore as he removed his sword from the ground. “There is no darkness my light cannot pierce!”

“You are so annoying!” Simon cursed back. He finally understood why so many people still put their faith in Paladins even after they had failed to slay a single Overlord in the current timeline; their Class appeared almost entirely designed to counter his own. “Energumen!”

A crimson aura surrounded him as his spell invited evil spirits to lend him their power, with the shadows of whispering skulls reflecting in its hue. His strength and vitality grew with unholy vigor.

Alphonse countered his spell with his own buffs. “Rampart, Divine Weapon…” A brief barrier of interlocked plates of light briefly flashed around the Paladin. “Haste.”

He was in front of Simon, and then gone again in the blink of an eye.

Simon barely had time to catch a blur coming at him from the left before a sword of light narrowly missed his throat and grazed his left shoulder instead. The blow wasn’t that deep, but it cut through his armor anyway and baptized his flesh with searing pain.


Supereffective damage!



A whirlwind of steel and light, almost too fast for the eye to see, followed as Alphonse of Lore pressed his assault. This time, he moved too swiftly for Simon to even think about anything but defense. The Paladin drove him back across their field of stone and then against the abandoned temple, cornering him. He struck and slashed and thrust, never giving Simon a respite.

He’s too fast! Simon breathed fast and deep beneath his helmet as he struggled to keep up, his teeth grinding when his enemy’s blade managed to slip past his guard and cut through his right hip deep enough to draw blood. I can’t keep this up!

He finally managed to create an opening by parrying a slash, the sheer blowback of his enhanced strength forcing Alphonse back for a second. Simon immediately capitalized on it.

“Blindness!” Simon hastily cast, more out of desperation than anything else. Alphonse’s immunities probably worked similarly to Simon’s own Unyielding Essence Perk; they grew with levels, but Alphonse was likely at a low enough level that they didn’t cover everything.

And it worked.

The Paladin’s eyes turned white, his assault halting at the sudden loss of his sight. Simon immediately capitalized on it with a counterslash. The Paladin heard the steel flying through the air and hastily raised his shield to stop the incoming blow. His Rampart barrier suddenly flared up again to protect him.

Simon would have probably torn Alphonse’s arm off without it, and he still managed to smash through that protection by virtue of his sheer strength. The Paladin’s shield caved in at the impact and split in two, the blowback throwing him back. The old knight and the other adventurers gasped for their Champion as he rolled onto the stony ground.

“You can do it, Alphonse!” shouted one of the women adventurers, the redheaded rogue. “Stand up!”

“Don’t give up! Rise up!” another added, voices rising to encourage their champion to get up, up, up.

Soon, the audience mostly devolved into a chorus. Neither Belzemine nor Eole cheered for Simon. They remained tense as poles, ready to spring into action. A mere shared glance told Simon everything he needed to know.

They would only have one narrow window of opportunity… if he could defeat Alphonse.

“Do not let this distract you, Alphonse!” the old knight shouted as his precious Paladin rose back to his feet. “Remember what I told you! Clear your mind and trust your senses! You don’t need eyes to see!”

Alphonse took heed of the advice, tossed his broken shield aside, and readied his sword with both hands. He crouched slightly like a cat ready to pounce, waiting for the right moment.

He has keen senses to fight me even when blinded, but he now has to move more cautiously… more predictably. A plan formed in Simon’s mind. One good hit is all I need. 

Readying himself, Simon stepped forward and followed with a curse. “Elemental Imbalance: Light.”

His magic managed to affect the Paladin, granting him resistance to the Light element—which he probably already had anyway—at the cost of gaining a temporary vulnerability to the Darkness in which Simon was already coating his sword.

“Come then, Alphonse!” Simon taunted him in an attempt to make him slip up, and he failed. The Paladin kept his distance and didn’t take the bait. Simon clenched his jaw in annoyance. No way around it. “Come, perhaps you will die on your feet, unlike your thief of an uncle.”

Although Simon hated it, the taunt hit true. Alphonse tightened his grip on his sword, his body tensing with fury. “Shut your mouth.”

“Do you know what my father told your uncle, when he asked why he had to die?” I am sorry, but you threatened us first. “My father said it was because of you. You and your father both. He died cursing your name.”

“Alphonse, don’t listen–” the old knight called out.

“Does it hurt, Alphonse?” Simon did his best impersonation of Balzam Magnos’ cruel chuckle. “Don’t worry. I know it does.”

Alphonse charged.

As Simon predicted, the Paladin immediately zeroed in on his voice and crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye, putting all of his strength and fury in this one final clash… but his blindness forced him to attack in a straight line, which allowed Simon to predict his movements.

“Shadowchain.”

Dark chains sprang from the ground and caught Alphonse’s ankle. The Paladin tripped right as the Overlord raised his sword to welcome him.

Simon tore him in half.

There was no other way to describe it. He impaled the Paladin through his chest with such strength that it snapped him in two like a twig. Soul-screeching wails echoed his triumph as the adventurers watched their hero fail and die—none louder than the old, grizzled knight’s. Alphonse coughed blood, his armor dissipating into light to reveal his final expression: a look of horror and absolute despair.

I’m sorry, Alphonse, Simon thought when he saw the light die in his foe’s eyes. I swear to you… this will never happen again. 

A rush of life flowed through Simon’s body as Deathmastery fed on the blood showering his armor to restore his lifeforce. He felt the grasp of his shadowy powers coiling on Alphonse’s soul, waiting for his signal to imprison it, and he instinctively answered it before he understood the consequences.

A crystal of miasma holding Alphonse’s soul formed in his hand.


Level 27 Overlord Perk: Lord of the Demon Castle III (Active): You can teleport yourself and up to ten willing creatures within thirty feet of yourself to Castle Frightwall. You can also block attempts to teleport inside or outside your castle—but only if the caster is of a lower level than you are.

Level 28 Overlord Perk: Unyielding Essence III (Passive): You are immune to the Sleep and Paralysis Ailments, though you still need to rest.



The redheaded rogue was on him in an instant with murder on her mind.

She closed the gap between them in an instant, a black cape and mouth mask materializing as she put on her Class outfit. She was faster than Alphonse had been, even with his Haste spell, but thankfully weaker. Her swords and dagger only managed to graze his armor.

And then chaos reigned.

Alphonse’s death cancelled the protection he afforded his allies, and Simon’s Dreadful Aura sent the weakest of them packing in fear. Eole sprang to action, tackling the rogue from behind, grabbing her by the waist, and then taking flight. Belzemine snapped her fingers as both Frea and the Knight put on Class outfits of their own.

“Contagious Human Combustion!”

Dozens were burned to a crisp in a series of blasts, like Leonard and Cassandra once perished, decimating the adventurers. However, the spell bore its name well; it only affected humans, and Frea completed her transformation. White robes materialized over her skin alongside a crown of golden laurels atop her hair. The old knight burned too, but managed to survive anyway; plate armor nearly identical to the Paladin’s shielding him from damage. He caught up to Simon even as the flames burned him, sword drawn.

So much for honor, Simon thought as he tossed Alphonse’s corpse aside and raised his claymore to parry. Here I com– 

“Bladebreaker.”

Then the knight’s blade shattered his own on impact.

Simon barely had to blink in surprise before a slash struck him in the chest. The knight wielded none of the holy power that allowed Alphonse to inflict supereffective damage, but what his sword lacked in sanctity, it more than made up for in sheer power. The blow tore through the Overlord’s armor like a knife through butter, drawing blood.

“Your Majesty!” Belzemine shouted, her hands summoning a fiery star she threw at the knight to blast him apart… only for Frea to intercept the attack with a massive block of ice. The two elven mages quickly began to fire spells at each other, with Belzemine frantically trying to incinerate Frea to save Simon and her opponent focusing on defense to keep her busy.

“You slew my son!” the knight raged on as he kept slashing at Simon. The Overlord attempted to protect himself by binding the man’s hands with Shadowchain, but he broke through them in an instant and then punched him hard enough to dent his helmet.

The man was nothing like Alphonse. He was stronger, faster, more experienced, and with greater skill. Probably twice his level, too, from the way his blows hurt. Soon, Simon found himself drenched in his blood and on his knees as the knight raised his sword to behead him; all thoughts of sealing the Overlord away forgotten from his mind.

Only one last card left to play. 

“Here’s your son’s soul!” Simon shouted as he threw the black gem in which he had sealed Alphonse’s spirit across the caldera. “Catch!”

Panic flashed in the knight’s eyes, and he immediately abandoned his assault to chase after the soul gem. Simon quickly covered the bleeding gash across his chest with his hand. He struggled to his feet and quickly glanced at his surroundings.

Eole had thrown the redheaded rogue over the crater’s edge to her death, and Belzemine was engaged in a fast-paced spellcasting duel with Frea, with fireballs flying past icicles and wind blades. Everyone else was either fleeing or dead.

Well… except for the elves standing on the crater’s edge.

Simon had been too busy with the duel to notice them, but he counted dozens of them around the caldera, each of them clothed in the same Class outfit as Frea. They raised golden staves shining with light that soon illuminated the entire crater.

“Vile demon!” they chanted in elvish. “Recoil in the light of Brimir pure!”

And then Simon felt heavy.

Shadows danced all over his armor as an invisible force weighted down on him. A circle of complex magical runes materialized at his feet, constraining his movements, and when Simon looked at his feet, he found them slowly turning to cold, hard stone. His mind couldn’t believe his eyes, as he was supposed to be immune to petrification.

No. He wasn’t turning to stone.

He was being enveloped in it. The very earth crawled up his armor to swallow him whole.

“No!” Belzemine screamed in pure and utter despair as she pulverized Frea’s magical barrier with an explosion, tearing the elf Sage apart. “Your Majesty! Greater Dispel!”

Her spell failed to disrupt whatever ritual the elves were casting on Simon, and neither could he move. He looked up to find a panicking Eole flying at him, only to hit an invisible barrier around the ring of runes.

“No, no, no!” Eole shouted as she fruitlessly smashed her hands against the barrier. “No!”

Simon attempted to activate his Lord of the Demon Castle’s teleportation effect in a last-ditch effort to save himself, only to receive an error notification.


Teleportation cancelled by Eternal Seal. 



This was the end.

“Run!” Simon roared to Eole and Belzemine, even as the earth crawled up his neck. “Run and live!”

“I will free you!” Eole shouted at him with tears in her eyes. “I swear to–”

His final words turned into silence once the earth covered Simon, and the last thing he saw before the long dark was a final notification.


You have been sealed. 





Frea had called being sealed a dreamless sleep. She hadn’t lied about that part at least.

Simon was trapped in darkness, neither alive nor dead, vaguely conscious of his own existence but not of passing time, unable to think or dream. He couldn’t feel his body nor move it, even though he was aware it existed somewhere beyond the reach of his consciousness. It was like the brief nothing that followed each of his deaths, except it lasted on and on…

It wasn’t painful or agonizing because he was too tired to think. He had no idea how long he had spent lost in the dark this way. Months? Years? Decades? Time flowed strangely without being able to count the passing of days.

That was the true torture. The knowledge that the world moved on without him, that he was stuck on the threshold between life and death, unable to cross either way, whether to end it all or begin again. His inability to think clearly in this state was a boon, for he would have surely gone mad without it; but he eventually would, should it continue for too long. His mind would turn on itself like a beast eating its own limbs in an attempt to stave off the weight of passing eons.

He wanted to scream, to roar, to cry and rage, to feel and think, yet even those small pleasures were denied to him. All he could do was to experience it all and pray for a swift end.

And eventually, someone listened.

His salvation came from outside. He could sense it, like sunlight on his skin. A dark, unholy glow that strengthened the Dark inside him. It watered the power within his soul until the dam keeping it trapped began to crack.


Hidden Innate Perk: Serpent-Bearer Sign (Passive), activated. 



And then Simon woke up.

The stone cocoon keeping him entrapped in time shattered in an instant, jolting him back to reality. Miasma seeped out of his Overlord armor in a shadowy shroud of hateful malice. Strength unlike anything he had ever felt surged through his limbs withered by imprisonment, and the silence turned into a chorus of distant roars and shrieks. A burning wind filled with dust and ashes blew onto his helmet.

He awakened to a scene of utter desolation.

Around him were countless petrified corpses; winged kish carrying spears and bows frozen in time like Simon had been facing stone elves and knights in what must have been a close battle. Part of the crater had collapsed, revealing a flood of miasma covering the land under a crimson sky.

Yet those very same skies were far from empty, for a battle yet raged among sickly yellow clouds. Dragons the size of Casval fought with monsters straight out of the Abyss; winged terrors with spiky spines and horns, great bats with ghastly skulls for a face, and tentacled beasts that hurt Simon’s eyes just to look at them. All these creatures danced the waltz of death and war across a burning horizon.

Had the Gates of the Abyss opened and unleashed demons upon the earth?

His confused eyes looked up to a brightness that rivaled that of the sun. There, above his head, flew a great black star with a crimson tail tainting the heavens red. It dominated the sky, its malevolent purple glow reflecting in the Serpent-Bearer’s constellation like how Balzam Magnos once dominated his court.

A… a comet?

A black comet? How long had he bee–

The blade struck him from behind in a flash of blinding pain.

An abominable metal lacerated his heart, lungs, and every organ within him on its way out of his chest. Simon knew he was dead the moment he saw a steely red tip bursting out of his flesh, coated in his own thick black blood, yet his own flesh seemed to instantly try to close around the wound… only for the miasma pouring out of him to get sucked into the sword.


Regeneration negated by Horoscopic Sword.



Simon collapsed on the ground, his vision red, the sword stuck in his chest sapping all of his strength and feasting on his lifeforce. He heard steps at the edge of his blurring vision, alongside mocking laughter.

Familiar laughter.

“See, kish?” a hated voice laughed behind Simon. “Your wish has been granted. Your companion is free. Free from pain and suffering.”

It… can’t be… Simon mustered enough strength to peek over his shoulder to face his slayer. Her human form hadn’t aged a day, but her left eye was gone, replaced with a claw-shaped scar carved deep into her flesh. How…

Dragonlord Vouivre smirked at him, her hand holding a rune-carved leash binding a kish woman with a metallic muzzle as if she were a dog.

Eole.

But it was not the Eole he knew. Her wings had turned into fish scales, and a familiar miasma crystal glowed in her chest. Her gaze was empty, devoid of thought. Runes glowing on her slave collar sapped her of her will as surely as the sword in Simon’s chest drained the life out of him.

Simon would have been furious, if the last of his flickering life wasn’t fading away already. His vision blurred into shadows, much to his killer’s joy.

“Do you now see what happens when fools lack a master to follow?” Vouivre waved her sword at the monsters clashing in the sky. “Worry not. Once I take my birthright back from your thieving human hands, I shall throw the rest of these fiends back into the Abyss where they belong and restore order to this ruined world. Take solace in the fact that your death shall mark my ascension.”

Her iron boot stomped his skull into the ground, and all of time began anew.

  

    
        Chapter 41: The Stone Muse (1)

    
    
    
    
  Lady Shabram was right about one thing. All of Simon’s paths led back to the Crimson Throne.

Simon’s soul faced it once again, the great artifact looming in the dark. The great dragon’s skull on it seemed to smirk at Simon like Vouivre had done, rejoicing in the great apocalypse he had witnessed and the holy blood he had shed.


This is the ninth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the title of Simon the Herosbane.

The Herosbane: You have slain the Paladin in single combat, and practice makes perfect. You will gain some experience when killing a Paladin, even if you have already slain the current one once in a previous reign.



Those two Classes truly hated each other.

Slaying the Paladin should have felt like a monumental achievement, if a questionable one, but the implications barely entered Simon’s mind. That apocalyptic scene of dragons and demons dueling under a black comet remained seared in his memory, alongside the sight of Eole enslaved to Vouivre and possessed by a fiend on top of it.

Had she… had she been trying to free him? The presence of kish and elf warriors near his sealed form would imply she at least tried. Had she gone to Vouivre when her people failed, trading her soul for the power to help her lost friend? Whatever happened, Simon couldn’t let history repeat itself.

Vouivre would suffer dearly for her crimes, and Eole’s loyalty would be repaid in kind. Simon promised himself that.

But Vouivre was only part of a much, much larger problem. The chaos Simon witnessed had engulfed the entire western continent in miasma and unleashed thousands of monsters upon its shores.

Was that the ‘parade’ Elios Magnos had mentioned? A time when demons would walk the earth again in the glow of a distant, evil star? What was that ‘hidden Perk’ notification that popped up right before he broke out of the seal? How long had he been sealed in stone?

All these questions continued to haunt Simon’s mind as he woke up in his bedroom.

Alone.

Simon had lived through this familiar moment so many times that he immediately felt ill at ease when he noticed a rather significant difference: Lauriane wasn’t there.

Lauriane wasn’t there. 

Simon bolted out of his bed in shock and looked around. His bedroom was empty, the door still locked, with no knight nor half-sister shaking him awake. Only silence and darkness welcomed him.

Something had changed.

That was impossible. Time and events had endlessly repeated nearly a dozen times already in an unalterable cycle, with Lauriane waking him up to announce their father’s death. How could things be different all of a sudden?!

“Keeper!” Simon called, the shade appearing at his bedside and thus confirming he still had the Overlord Class. “What hour is it?”

“One hour and thirty-five minutes in the morning, Your Dark Majesty.”

Simon had woken up over one hour earlier than usual, and five minutes after his father’s murder.

Why? Why this sudden change? What pebble had thrown the course of time astray?

Unyielding Essence III, Simon immediately guessed. His newest Perk had granted him immunity to the Sleep ailment. Maybe it interpreted his forced slumber following his obtention of the Class as something unnatural and woke him up early.

Which meant he had a chance to catch his father’s assassin!

Walking up to Balzam Magnos’ chambers would immediately alert the guards, and he had no invisibility spell or the like that would let him do so undetected, but Simon had an idea. His improved Lord of the Demon Castle Perk let him teleport to Castle Frightwall.

Could it bring him to any specific room within the castle?

“Lord of the Demon Castle,” Simon said, immediately testing it out. “My father’s bedroom.”

A storm of miasma swallowed him one second, and he found himself facing his father’s corpse the next.

Balzam Magnos’ remains still oozed blood alongside that of the poor concubine who had perished with him. The bedroom that had become their tomb remained eerily silent, with no trace of any intruder. Simon warily looked around and checked the other nearby rooms in the imperial solar, only to come up empty.

The assassin was gone.

Damn it, Simon hadn’t woken up early enough! The killer must have fled the instant he committed the crime and yet failed to gain the Overlord Class.

Well, it was worth a try. At least I confirmed I can teleport anywhere within the castle. Simon crossed his arms as he stared at his father’s corpse. The urge to spit on it remained rather strong. Come to think of it, the bodies won’t be found for an hour and a half. I could make them disappear or animate them. 

Simon had the intuition that this situation would open up new paths, but he’d rather have more time to think this through rather than coming up with something in the spur of the moment. He quickly teleported back to his bedroom rather than risk leaving a hint or evidence that could be traced back to him being there.

I’m too late to ambush the assassin, but this is still an incredible opportunity. Simon had a short window of time where he could walk around Castle Frightwall relatively unsupervised or question the Keeper of the Throne. A precious hour and a half to gather information.

‘I still have her skull stashed somewhere in Castle Frightwall, if you know where to look.’

Simon clenched his teeth. “Keeper, do you know where my mother’s skull is located?”

“It was placed in a hidden room in the castle’s depths, beneath the dungeon,” the shade answered.

“Is there any hidden danger I should be aware of about that room? Like a trap of some kind?”

“No.”

Odd. Could his Father have put another archive near his mother’s skull as a breadcrumb? Balzam Magnos had been a cruel man, but he did leave his son with an inheritance…

Simon had no idea how precise the teleportation prompt had to be, but he guessed now was as good a time as any to check. “Lord of the Demon Castle: the room where my mother’s skull is located.”

Simon learned two very important things on that special morning.

The first thing was that his Perk could indeed trigger with very vague instructions.

The second thing was that his mother’s skull had been placed atop a spike in a hermetically sealed room almost entirely filled with acid.

Simon barely had time to glimpse his mother’s gilded skull looming above green waters before they began to devour his naked flesh and melt his eyes in their sockets.

He once thought fire was the most painful way to go.

He was wrong.



His dead father was laughing.

Simon couldn’t hear it, but he imagined it all the same so very well. The feeling of amusement pervading the Crimson Throne just poured salt on his wound.


This is the tenth of your Hundred Reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Pranked.

The Pranked: You were the butt of a deadly prank. You can now craft Traps, but only those designed to kill their targets. 



Simon woke up alone again, his mood so foul he wanted more than to punch a certain someone in the face.

“Keeper!” That treacherous spirit appeared as usual. “Is there a trap in the room where my mother’s skull is kept?”

“No,” the shade replied.

“Did my father order you to lie to me about it?”

“Yes.”

Simon’s teeth ground so hard it hurt. Of course that awful bastard would turn his mother’s corpse into a trap to murder her son. That was the only reasonable, rational decision a sadistic dictator with too much time on his hands could make in such a situation.

Moreover, this meant that any of the Keeper’s information could have been falsified. Simon never had time to properly interrogate it for long in previous reigns, but he would keep that in mind from now on.

“I order you to tell me the truth from now on, overwriting all of the previous Overlords’ commands,” Simon said. Being the current Overlord should let him do that the same way he had changed his father’s testament and removed Belzemine’s Brand of Pride. “Did my father order you to lie to me about anything else? And if so, what?”

“Your Dark Majesty’s predecessor did not compel me to lie about anything besides the trap in the acid room. However, I was also ordered not to tell you how I might assist you unless explicitly asked to.”

Oh? Simon’s head perked up with interest. What did his Father try to keep from him? “Let’s correct that then. What can you do to assist me?”

“As Castle Frightwall’s castellan, I am able to appear and travel anywhere within its confines unimpeded,” the Keeper explained. “Although I lack offensive capabilities, I may interact with physical objects. I also possess a perfect memory stretching back to my creation.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “Including past reigns?”

“I am aware of Your Dark Majesty’s past reigns and their number, but I do not recall events overwritten by them. I am also limited to my senses and what I personally observed.”

Of course, that would have been too easy… but the fact remained that this entity likely understood the Crimson Throne better than anyone not named Elios Magnos. Simon had never been able to interact with the Keeper for long in previous reigns. He only had minutes to ask it to edit Balzam Magnos’ testament to prevent a bloodbath and then break contact to avoid discovery. Waking up early extended that time from minutes to over an hour, enough to grill it on important details they couldn’t discuss before.

And speaking of the reigns… the Keeper might finally answer a burning question that had been on Simon’s mind for a while.

“How many reigns did my predecessors have?” he asked.

“The First Overlord, six,” the Keeper answered flatly, even as the magnitude of the statement hit Simon like a punch to the face. “The Second, thirteen. The Third, seventy-five.”

It took Simon a full minute to process what he had just heard. He had assumed his father had simply forgotten to note the thirty missing reigns in his journal, and had simply toyed with the possibility that they might have different numbers of retries, but to have it confirmed challenged a lot of assumptions.

It did explain a few things. A centuries-old dragonlord like Gargauth ought to have been invincible with a hundred reigns of preparation behind him. Having only thirteen lives better explained why Balzam and Euphemia’s revolution managed to overthrow him.

Two things bothered Simon. One, each new Overlord somehow had more reigns than the last, with a very large and unexplained increase from Gargauth to Balzam.

If the trend continued, then the White Unicorn movement was doomed from the start. Every Overlord would become better prepared than the last to deal with them.

Second, Balzam Magnos only listed seventy deaths. Counting this final one, this meant four of his reigns remained shrouded in mystery. Simon doubted his father would have forgotten them—especially as a look at his Titles in his stat screen ought to have jogged his memory—so he either failed to record them or didn’t want his heir to learn about those deaths.

Why did every mystery Simon solve then reveal two more?

Moreover, another threat now loomed over him: the unyielding march of time. Simon only had an hour’s or so worth of interrogation time with the Keeper before he would have to send it away to keep his secret. Lauriane had confirmed the various imperial factions could track down its movements with divinations, so merely establishing any form of contact with it would bring scrutiny.

“Can you receive a Devil Brand?” Simon inquired.

“No. His Dark Majesty’s brands target the soul, and I lack one.”

Simon frowned. “Aren’t you a spirit?”

“I am a magical construct serving as an extension of Castle Frightwall itself. I was never alive.”

A pity. This meant Simon had no way to secretly interrogate the Keeper beyond the current given time, at least until he figured something out. Each minute counted.

“In that case, let me ask you a question.” Simon stared into the spirit’s hood. “What do you know of the Zodiac Fiends?”



Simon learned much less than he would have liked by the time Lauriane arrived to ‘wake him up.’

While the Keeper had indeed existed since the Crimson Throne’s creation, its memory actually had a crippling flaw: namely, the Keeper only recorded what it had been present for, and since it was mostly used to deliver messages or for administrative purposes, its knowledge was surprisingly lacking in many areas. The creature apparently existed in a state of limbo unless summoned by the current Overlord or running an errand. For example, it knew almost nothing about its masters’ Perks because they never bothered to show it their stats or demonstrate much of their powers in its presence. The fact that the Overlords usually spent a lot of their reigns outside Castle Frightwall also limited the Keeper’s usefulness.

It did, however, provide a key piece of information.

“A black comet shone in the sky in the days when the Crimson Throne was created?” Simon inquired.

“It shone bright among the stars of the Serpent-Bearer’s constellation until its departure,” the Keeper confirmed. “The First Overlord believed his powers would be at their apex during this period, and Lord Elios Magnos stated it would happen again in four centuries.”

The Keeper had confirmed Elios Magnos indeed served Mardok after the Doom and was already a lich back then. Considering the Serpent-Bearer was another name for Mardok Endymion and that the Fish Zodiac Fiend called him a traitor, Simon could reasonably venture that the First Overlord had also been part of that little club. The ‘revolution’ Elios Magnos mentioned had thus to be the comet’s return.

Lorimor theorized that this meteor would cross each of the zodiac constellations and resonate with the associated demonbarrows. If it indeed strengthened the Zodiac Fiends, then that would explain the scene of devastation Simon had witnessed. All of them had escaped by the time the Serpent-Bearer concluded the constellation parade.

The Keeper knew nothing about miasma crystals, let alone Mardok’s… if he even left one behind. Simon strongly suspected it had to be embedded into the Crimson Throne somehow and intertwined with the Overlord Class in general. That would explain why Simon had a hidden Perk that would only activate when the comet crossed the Serpent-Bearer constellation.

Unfortunately, checking his stats provided no information. He simply couldn’t access that information until the world ended, and the only person who could probably enlighten him was his murderous lich ancestor.

The imperial civil war, Vouivre, whatever is going on with the elves… and the Zodiac Fiends. Simon had a lot on his plate. I need to become stronger. Much stronger. And more than strength, I need knowledge. 

As much as he wanted nothing more than to retire to the Berwick Islands with Anna, Eole, Belzemine, and whoever else he could bring with him, Simon couldn’t stand idle when a potentially global disaster loomed on the horizon. Not to mention that Elios Magnos all but confirmed that a Zodiac Fiend would escape and destroy Castle Carcas in the future.

Hence, he ordered the Keeper to change the testament to name Casval Ashmodai as heir—to both screw him over personally and ensure the imperial factions focused on Vouivre’s conspiracy—and to bequeath slaves as his inheritance. He would take Eole, Belzemine, and Lorimor away from Frightwall. Then, once the pieces were in place, he arranged a meeting with Lady Shabram as he did in the previous reign.

“A homing beacon?” she asked him, once he explained to her how the elves planned to strike at Castle Frightwall.

“Whatever spell they will use requires an anchor to guide it,” Simon explained. “Patriate Malphas is involved somehow. I foresee that his and or his daughter’s demise would prevent the disaster, but I do not understand why or how.”

Like the previous reign, Lady Shabram took his words at face value. “If Your Majesty would allow the use of extreme measures, there is a very simple way to check Lord Malphas’ involvement in this scheme.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Which one?”

“Feeding him to Gourmand.”

Oh.

Oh, true, Gourmand could learn much from the souls he consumed. Simon had never been in a position to make use of his services since one of his early reigns, so the monster jester had fallen out of his mind.

Simon didn’t particularly relish the idea of feeding someone’s soul to that creep, but if Patriate was involved in a plot to worsen the civil war and his demise prevented a disaster, then… then sacrifices could be made. Simon still had ninety reigns ahead of him. If he had guessed wrong and Patriate Malphas was entirely innocent, then he would make up for that mistake in his next life.

“Can you arrange this, hypothetically?” Simon asked.

Lady Shabram thoughtfully stroked her chin. “Unfortunately, Lord-Treasurer Patriate is no common courtier. He is the Merchant, with plenty of high-level bodyguards, and is a cautious man on top of that. Taking him unaware in a way that will let us feed his soul to Gourmand will be no easy task.”

“Can’t we simply arrest him on trumped-up charges to defang him?” That was how his father dealt with courtiers who displeased him.

“I could, if Your Majesty would take the throne and give the official command,” Lady Shabram said with a vulpine smile. “Otherwise, I suspect he will simply threaten to blow the whistle on the loss of our Overlord should I try to arrest him. Your stepmother and half-brother will either cave in or, more likely, silence him in response.”

Simon scowled. True, the man could bite back. “I cannot take the throne yet,” he said. “In that case, keep him and his daughter under close surveillance, then try to locate that homing beacon for the spell. We have roughly three weeks before the deadline. If no substantial progress has been made…”

“Gourmand?”

“Gourmand… if possible.” Simon took a long, deep breath. “Patriate cannot live to see the deadline. I won’t take the risk. Too many lives are at stake.”

Lady Shabram studied him for a moment, then nodded with a knowing smile.

Something about her expression rattled Simon. “Why do you look so pleased?”

“I am simply reassured to learn that our nation will be in good hands.” Lady Shabram chuckled to herself. “I will make the necessary arrangements. Does Your Majesty need anything else from me?”

“Yes, I do,” Simon said. “There is a hidden room in this castle’s depths. In it, you will find a lone skull surrounded by acid. See that it is properly buried.”

Simon owed his mother that much.

  

    
        Chapter 42: The Stone Muse (2)

    
    
    
    
  “No.”

Eole’s refusal rang through the room, dashing Simon’s hopes.

Once again, he had brought her to his side and emancipated her. Once again, he had offered his friend to work with him, promising to protect her against the threat of Vouivre, to ensure her freedom and safety… only to be met with refusal.

“Why?” he asked. “As I said, while following us to Telluria may endanger you and attract Vouivre’s attention, we can ensure your safety so long as you stay close to us.”

Or at least, Belzemine could. She was stronger than Thalas, and even if a pyromancer was relatively disadvantaged against a dragon, Simon had ensured Shabram would guide the imperial factions towards hunting down Gargauth’s heirs. Vouivre would likely spend this reign on the back foot as the likes of Dassein relentlessly hounded her.

Hopefully. The way she had thrived during the civil war and survived the Zodiac Parade—which was what Simon had started to nickname the awakening of the fiends in his head—pointed to her being frighteningly resourceful. Taking Eole with him to Telluria was a gamble, and deep down he knew it was an unnecessary one… but he had to try.

He wanted to preserve their friendship.

“You are not convinced of it yourself. I can hear it in your voice.” Eole shook her head. “I am sorry, I… I am well and truly grateful beyond words for your act of kindness, Lord Simon, but if I ever return to Telluria, it will be to free my people from your empire’s slavery. You may be a good person, but you remain a prince of this rotten state.”

“A bastard, with no lands to call his own,” Simon insisted. She’s slipping away. 

“A bastard with retainers, and who will indirectly profit from this nation’s resources… and thus my people’s exploitation.” Eole remained resolute. “I am sorry, but I cannot forgive your empire.”

Eole would not trust a prince of Endymion, not even a bastard.

As much as he hated it, Simon understood why she felt that way. She didn’t know him. All their months of struggle and friendship had been erased alongside her memories of their bond. From her point of view, he was a strange and mysterious figure who, while kind enough to free her, remained associated with the state she had come to loathe. She had been willing to take a gamble when he shed his imperial allegiance, name and titles included, but it would take more than a single conversation to change her mind.

He would not win her over in this reign; not if he wanted to keep using imperial resources, even for the greater good.

“I… I understand.” It killed Simon inside to say so. “It is… unfortunate, but I understand.”

Eole bit her lip, a flash of compassion passing over her gaze. “This saddens you.”

Simon didn’t deny it. “I had hoped we could become friends. I know you are a good person, Eole.”

“So are you.” She shifted in her seat. “You should come with me to my people’s sanctuary. This land of darkness will wear down your spirit and gnaw at your soul with bitterness.”

“I know, but too much depends on me,” Simon said with a sigh. “I can’t follow you now, but… I hope to see your homeland one day.”

“So do I, Lord Simon.” Eole plucked a feather from her wings. “Here, take this.”

“A gift of friendship?” Simon guessed, having already received the feather in a past reign. “Thank you, Eole. I shall cherish it dearly.”

“May it remain with you until we meet again, Lord Simon.” She smiled at him. “I hope we shall.”

So did Simon… but as he watched her fly away from his window to her freedom, he had the rather sharp suspicion they would not see each other again for the entire length of this reign. Opening some doors closed others.

Would it feel as awful to see Anna again? To realize the person he had cherished for months was gone, replaced with an unknowing stranger? It didn’t hurt Simon that much back when reigns were so short he didn’t have time to build much of a rapport with others, but the loss now stung like a scorpion’s tail.

This is for the best, he tried to tell himself. Vouivre walked through Belzemine’s ring of fire without taking damage, so even she might not be enough to hold that dragon back… unless my plan works.

A knock on his door drew him out of his dark thoughts. “Come in.”

Lauriane opened the door and walked into the room with a pile of books under her arm. She only had to take a glance at the open window and the red feather in Simon’s hand to guess what had happened.

“You are too much of a bleeding heart, brother,” she said with a hint of fondness. “It is your greatest weakness, and your most endearing quality too.”

“It’s true I’m no Louis.” I don’t order my own populations bombed for a start. “Did you ever own slaves, Lauriane?”

“Not personally, though I did oversee workers in Crestone factories.” Lauriane directed the empire’s magical research and development as part of her duties. Her secondary Spellblade Vassal Class was the result of her work, an attempt to blend Mage and Warrior-type crestones into a harmonious whole. “I do not trust people whose loyalty is compelled by chains and magic in my household. They are only one step away from rebellion, and only the Overlord’s marks can compel absolute loyalty.”

If only she knew… “Are these astronomy books?”

“All those I could obtain. Astronomical and astrological research mostly falls under the Church of Light’s purview, and High Confessor Mastemo jealously guards this knowledge.”

The Church? Huh, why did imperial knowledge have to be split between so many parties and factions unwilling to work together?

Because Balzam Magnos didn’t want his underlings to band together against him, Simon thought grimly. I wonder if he came up with that strategy after suffering from that death via a military coup. 

Lauriane frowned as she put two and two together. “Is this sudden interest in constellations connected to your dreams?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. He wasn’t entirely sure if warning the War Party about the Zodiac Fiends was the right decision, considering their atrocities during the civil war—he feared they might try to exploit the miasma crystals like Vouivre rather than destroy or seal them away—but he could remain evasive. “I keep having dreams about a black comet in the sky, among… other things.”

Moreover, he was beginning to wonder if astronomical events somehow influenced the reigns’ duration. Elios Magnos had told him to come back in ninety reigns or so, which meant he knew Simon would suffer through a hundred with a mere glance when his own archdemon master only had six. The old lich had a hand in crafting the Crimson Throne so he might have had a way to check that number at will somehow, or there was a reliable way to guess. One of the first things the lich did was to ask for the year to calculate the comet’s return, so there had to be a mechanism that Simon could hopefully reverse-engineer somehow.

Lauriane nodded in understanding. “Well, you will have time to tell me everything about them. Louis wants to see you and discuss them.”

I know, Simon thought. I was counting on it. 



Louis’ eyebrows curved upward slightly. “Vouivre, you said?”

“That was the dragon’s name,” Simon said. “She announced herself as Vouivre when she slew Thalas in my vision. She devoured him and then spat out the Berserker Crestone.”

“A sight I’m sure delighted you,” Louis quipped, and Simon couldn’t resist smiling in response. Yes, part of him had relished Thalas’ defeat and death. “An interesting tale nonetheless. The information hasn’t been made public yet, but Lady Shabram informed us a scalefolk warlord with that name has been making waves in Telluria lately.”

“I didn’t know,” Simon lied, having shared that intel with their spymistress to relay to the various imperial factions.

“The reports didn’t mention a dragon, but considering how this Casval transformed into something suspiciously similar to one and fled when we tried to apprehend him, she is likely to be one as well,” Lauriane hypothesized, a scowl forming on her face. “To think Gargauth left heirs to pick up the family feud…”

“And Thalas’ presence in Telluria lines up with what my spies gathered on Euphemia’s intentions to recruit supporters among the academy,” Louis said. “Considering this Casval was set to infiltrate it, Vouivre likely has other spies in its walls. Our fool of a brother will fall into a trap without even realizing it.”

Louis rested his head on his fist and studied Simon in silence for a moment. There was something deeply unsettling about that sharp, hawkish gaze of his, like being judged by an inflexible force that would see through all lies. Simon had seen enough of the War Party’s atrocities in past reigns to tell Louis was as ruthless as the tales said, and more.

“I believe Lauriane is correct, Simon, in that you do possess latent prophetic gifts,” he said. “However, fate exists to be challenged. I have no love for our half-brother, but we cannot let the enemy obtain his Berserker Class, nor risk seeing the Overlord’s power go back to a rival line. This vision of yours shall not come to pass.”

“Should we send Dassein after her?” Lauriane asked.

“No need.” Louis waved his hand. “I will hunt this Vouivre myself.”

Both Lauriane and Simon perked up in surprise. That was unexpected.

“You’ll attend the academy?” Simon asked, taken aback. Thalas will be pissed.

“I have already graduated, but I will visit as an alumnus,” Louis replied. “Not to mention that I meant to visit Dassein as Marshal of the Empire to discuss the Tellurian border situation sooner or later.”

“Euphemia will grow suspicious,” Lauriane pointed out.

“Let her. Why would she reproach me? My fiancée is in Beleth to attend the Military Academy, as are my brothers.” Louis smiled smugly. “What kind of man and Marshal would I be if I didn’t offer them my support in these dangerous times?”

This is new, Simon thought. He had expected Louis to trust Dassein to handle Vouivre, but not to travel to Telluria himself. And this is going to change everything.

Dealing with Thalas was frustrating but rather simple enough since he was predictable in his mediocrity. Louis was an entirely different beast, sharp, cunning, ruthless… not to mention his presence in Telluria would increase scrutiny.

Simon had better be cautious this reign.

“You have done well to tell us this information, Simon,” Louis said. “Tell me, what Class would you want?”

Simon’s head perked up. “What Class?”

“Is it not why you enrolled at the academy? So you could gain a class and become your own man?” Louis asked with obvious amusement. “You are a Magnos, and gifted with uncommon power. I do not think you should wait a full year to earn a Crestone of your own.”

“Louis.” Lauriane’s tone had noticeably sharpened. “Remember your promise. I do not want to involve Simon in our family’s feud.”

“I am not,” Louis replied calmly. “It is simply a gift to repay the debt I owe him. I do not expect him to join us in return.”

“Euphemia won’t see it that way. She will strike at him.”

“And do you honestly think she will spare him if he stands aside?” Louis raised an eyebrow. “I recall she and Thalas tried to have him executed once until Father put a stop to their stupidity, and our sire is no longer here to protect him. They will almost certainly make an attempt on his life once they have dealt with more pressing matters, if only to clean up loose ends.”

He’s not wrong, Simon thought grimly. Thalas already tried to kill him once in a former reign, and only relented because Simon threatened to reveal the truth about their father’s death, and because Anna intervened on his behalf. Once the truth comes out, Belzemine will become my only shield. 

“Besides,” Louis said, “Weren’t you going to offer him a Crestone anyway?”

Simon’s head snapped in Lauriane’s direction, and his gaze caught the slight blush on her cheeks. “You were?”

“To tell you the truth, I intended to give you a custom Crestone once you graduated,” she admitted to Simon before glaring at Louis. “But it was meant to be a surprise, and it is nowhere near completed.”

“A custom Crestone?” Simon had to say he was rather touched. After dealing with his family’s feuds for so many reigns, it was nice to be reminded that one of his siblings truly loved him. “Like your Spellblade?”

“Indeed. We have been experimenting with creating new Vassal Classes, taking aspects from two Noble Classes rather than just one. I hope to create one tailored to your strengths.”

“I do not think our brother can wait long, especially if Thalas intends to attend the academy,” Louis pointed out. “How about visiting our Crestone production facility in Magvolia? Surely you will find one that fits you.”

Simon considered the offer. It was… well, it was rather tempting. A custom Crestone offered many possibilities. If they could create an exp-boosting one capable of stacking with his Quick Learner Perk, then he could potentially gain more levels far quicker and thus no longer lose so much progress each time someone killed him. What if they could create a custom Vassal Class that synergized well with Overlord and improved his overall strength? So many options could open up.

However, it simply sounded far too risky. Accepting a Crestone from the War Party would incense the Church Party and likely point a target on his back, and he needed to check the archives in Telluria to recover his father’s astronomical research. Magvolia would wait for another time.

“I appreciate the offer, but I do not think I have much to fear with Agnes Firewand at my side,” Simon replied. “I would rather lie low and avoid problems for now.”

Lauriane didn’t hide her relief, and Louis his disappointment. “Humility does not befit a scion of our house, Simon, but suit yourself,” the crown-prince said. “This offer does not come with an expiration date, should you come around.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Simon replied politely. Whether in this reign or the next. 



Louis offered Simon a ride aboard his personal airship to Telluria after their meeting, which he declined to avoid making waves. He then departed after kissing Lauriane on the cheek and profusely thanking her for her kindness, which he hoped to repay one day.

Afterwards, he spent the few days prior to his departure reading Lauriane’s astronomy books and came up with very little. True to her warning, they only covered the basics, such as the number of planets, constellations, and an introduction to astrology.

Simon did learn two interesting details. First of all, the books confirmed that celestial events such as planetary alignments, solstices, or comets could influence the potency of magic. In fact, the Astromancy field of sorcery was full of spells that only worked on specific dates or during certain cosmological events.

Second, the books included methods to calculate one’s zodiac sign, which yielded interesting results when Simon tried to check his own. He confirmed that his birth sign was the Minotaur, but he couldn’t identify the ascendant without his hour and place of birth. Shabram’s file on him lacked that information, since the agents only managed to track him down once he reached the age of three. His gut told him that particular detail was a lot more important, especially since the books theorized that some potent Astromancy spells could only be cast by or on people with specific zodiac signs. Simon had pretty strong suspicions about which sign served as his ascendant, but he would need more information to confirm it.

Perhaps I should join the Church and become a priest in a future reign to access their research, Simon mused wistfully after hitting a dead end. He only considered it as a joke until remembering that Euphemia apparently proposed that he join the Templars once. Would she have changed her mind since? 

In the end, Simon prepared to board the airship to Telluria for what must have been the fourth time alongside a crew of Meredith, Leonard, Lorimor, and Belzemine. While he was rather happy to meet the first two again, the sight of Belzemine’s cold, dead expression tugged at his heartstrings. All the progress she had made in the past reign had been erased.

Then again, maybe Simon could avoid breaking her this time around. Belzemine’s psyche shattered when he tried to emancipate her too hastily, and she reacted by overcompensating out of fear. Perhaps proceeding more gently would work better to heal her emotional scars.

He was on his way to the station when he sensed Lady Shabram’s telepathic contact through the Brand of Sloth. “Your Majesty, Lord Patriate and his daughter are on their way to your location.”

Simon all but froze in place, to his retainers’ slight confusion. “What?”

“My agents tell me he has just booked a trip for his daughter to Telluria at the last minute. I would not have bothered you with this, since she was supposed to attend the academy this year anyway, except–”

“Except I told you she would stay in the capital.” Simon clenched his teeth and continued to walk towards the boarding platform. What’s going on here?

It didn’t take him long to spot them near the rampway, with the father kissing the daughter goodbye.

Simon had already met Patriate many times, but had only seen his child, Elaine, once or twice at court. She was a beautiful young lady with graceful features, deep blue eyes, and soft chestnut hair that she kept in a tress falling to the side of her head. Her blue dress bore the cuckoo and crows heraldry her father had adopted upon being raised to nobility.

“Lord Simon,” Lord Patriate greeted him with what could pass for a perfectly rehearsed, affable smile. “What a coincidence to meet you here.”

“Yes, such a coincidence,” Simon replied while trying to hide his skepticism. Did you time your arrival to set this up, you snake? “Is this your daughter? I don’t think we’ve been acquainted?”

“My name is Elaine, milord, if it pleases you,” the girl replied with a courteous, ladylike bow.

“I am no lord, milady, let alone yours,” Simon replied, slightly unsure how to react to this development. It seemed Louis going to Telluria had set off an unforeseen domino effect. “I heard rumors you would not attend the academy this year.”

“Nonsense, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” A lie—Simon had many reigns' worth of experience to confirm it—was uttered with such practice it almost passed for the truth. “I’m afraid many at court would slander us due to our house’s baseborn origins.”

Appealing to my baseborn origins, are you? Simon already knew what Lord Patriate would say before he did, “Perhaps the two of you could get acquainted during the flight? It is a long way to Telluria, and my dear Elaine has been dying to meet her new classmates.”

Just great. Simon forced himself to smile. “I would be pleased to enlighten her.”

Lord Patriate Malphas had saddled him with the last thing he wanted.

A spy.

  

    
        Chapter 43: The Stone Muse (3)

    
    
    
    
  Elaine Malphas spent the entire flight being the perfect courtier.

“No way,” Simon said, a smile forming on his lips in spite of himself. “My father actually said that to Thalas’ face?”

“I kid you not,” Elaine replied, slightly tailoring her wording to sound more casual and less refined. “Lord Thalas had just finished his weapon demonstration when His Majesty scoffed and said, ‘I gave you the Berserker Crestone because I thought even a monkey could use it well. I should have followed my first instinct and given it to an ape.’ I could see the light leave the poor boy’s eyes.”

Was it a shame to say Simon burst out laughing when he heard that? He felt torn between amusement and guilt. Even if Simon had no love for Thalas, their father deserved no applause for treating his children so awfully. “My father is not a family man.”

“I could tell.” She feigned unease next. “Our nobles are a cruel lot, both towards each other and themselves. Many of their children look down on my father and me for our common origins. It is… exhausting.”

Appealing to my bastard sensibilities to elicit sympathy, check. “I’m afraid the academy won’t be any more welcoming. Perhaps we should start a book club for the baseborn.”

“Or an occult club,” she replied, smiling faintly. “I’ve been getting into astrology lately.”

“What a coincidence—” It wasn’t, “—me too. What’s your sign?”

Elaine Malphas proceeded to tell Simon she was a Maiden with a fortuitous Minotaur ascendant sign, and then regaled him with her belief that the Zodiac could deeply affect one’s destiny and compatibility with other people. Simon had to give it to her, she was courteous, polite, and knew how to extensively prepare to approach her marks. The model courtier.

In short, Elaine Malphas was a two-faced, duplicitous viper that just oozed deceit.

Was she trying to ingrain herself with Simon personally, or to use him as a stepping stone to reach Louis? The fact that her father only sent her to attend the academy once the crown-prince decided to go there pointed to the latter possibility, but Simon couldn’t be sure yet.

What do I actually know of House Malphas? Simon wondered. Only the official story. 

The tale of Patriate Malphas’ ascension was well-known. He started out as a banker and entrepreneur in Valendre who then purchased a tax office—a common practice in the provinces—and then proved so effective at his job that he received promotion after promotion. His talents led him all the way to the rank of Baron, a rank he then leveraged alongside newfound connections to marry his sisters to important imperial dukes, become Lord Treasurer, and obtain the Merchant Noble Crestone as a symbol of office. His daughter Elaine was the result of an affair with another trader’s daughter and was then legitimized at her father’s request… or at least, that was what she told Simon.

All in all, House Malphas was the shining picture of imperial social mobility where talent could open the way to the heights of nobility, and an encouragement to all commoners to work hard for the glory of Endymion.

Why would they even assist elves in attacking the capital, assuming their house was involved in the attack? All their achievements and continued prosperity rested on the empire’s continued survival. It just didn’t make sense.

But then again, he had bigger demonic fish to fry. Simon trusted Shabram to get to the bottom of the Patriate matter while he focused on investigating the black comet and the Zodiac Fiends.

Once they arrived in Telluria and he finally shed Elaine Malphas off him, the first thing Simon did was to invite all of his retainers to visit Duchar and his daughter, then reveal his identity as Overlord to them in the archive as he had done in past reigns. Duchar, Cassandra, and Belzemine dutifully offered him their help, Leonard and Meredith knelt, and Lorimor crawled at his feet while professing his eternal loyalty. Simon bore his antics and waited for him to finish.

But then he said something that caught Simon’s full attention.

“Oh Ruler of the Abyss, oh Serpent-Bearer, I am always your faithful serva–”

“Wait, wait, what did you just call me?” Simon cocked his head at the cultist. “Serpent-Bearer? Who told you this?”

“My muse! My muse told me so much about you!” Lorimor all but cried with religious fervor. “She has waited for your return for so long, oh Lord of the Dark!”

Simon had become numb to Lorimor’s madness, so he had failed to pick up on that detail. “You met this demon in Magvolia, if I recall?”

“Yes, in the Darkwoods, among the tangled trees and twisted trails! She sang to me among the stones and muddy waters!”

Simon turned to Duchar, who had been watching Lorimor with utter contempt. “The Darkwood is a forest in Magvolia,” the old necromancer explained calmly. “There used to be a manatree and a large elven settlement there before the Year of the Doom, but it has gone rotten with miasma. The place is a wellspring of the Dark and crawling with fiends, yet many foolish adventurers regularly try their luck in an attempt to pilfer its forgotten riches. No doubt this fool yearned for them and paid the price.”

“I have heard of that place from other soldiers, Your Majesty,” Meredith said. “The army considered sending an expedition there, but Lord Louis deemed it not worth the cost. The demons there rely on the dense miasma to survive like elves need mana and cannot leave the region, so they pose little threat unless actively provoked.”

Simon pondered this. He recalled that his father’s notes mentioned Magvolia as a location hosting one of the demonbarrows that remained unaccounted for. Could it be…

He had to check. “Lorimor, I have a task for you, one that requires astronomical calculations. Agnes will assist you in this.”

“Your Dark Majesty honors me beyond my wildest dreams,” the cultist replied with excitement.

“And you shall be granted power appropriate for your service.” Simon opened his gauntleted hand and called upon the Brands of Sloth, Gluttony, and Lust. “These brands shall grant you various benefits, such as increased experience yield, immunity to poison, disease, and fatigue, or eternal youth. The first of them, which my father already blessed Duchar with, will also allow me to speak with you through telepathy over any distance.”

“Fascinating… I wasn’t aware Your Majesty could assign so many variants of the brand at once,” Duchar said, stroking his beard. “I shall pass on youth, but I would welcome protection from fatigue.”

“Oh?” Simon asked in surprise. “I would have thought you would be the first to request the gift, considering your advanced age.”

“Your Majesty is a generous patron, but youth clouds the mind with baser instincts. Age has sharpened my focus and freed me from temptation. I have no nostalgia for my foolish younger years.” Duchar chuckled darkly. “Besides, I hope to transition into becoming a lich one day. I would only require youth if I need more time to complete the ritual.”

And here Simon thought he had shown some wisdom. He wasn’t particularly eager to deal with another lich after his disastrous encounter with his own ancestor.

“Personally, I would like to obtain all three marks,” Cassandra said demurely. “If Your Majesty would bless me so.”

“The likes of me and Lorimor should hold out on the youth blessing as well,” Leonard suggested. “I do not think the changes would be too noticeable, but we shouldn’t take the risk.”

“I will take eternal life,” Meredith replied. “I would rather keep my skills forever sharp, and I am not so old that it would be noticed.”

“Fair enough,” Simon replied as he turned to Belzemine. He had dreaded this moment for some time, rehearsing it in his head many times. “As for you, it displeases me that you bear the mark of a previous Overlord. I shall remove my predecessor’s Brand of Pride from you and replace it with these three.”

Belzemine’s eyes widened in brief horror and distress. “Your Majesty… Your Majesty would remove my brand?”

“The only brands you need are those I apply myself, those that mark you as my property,” Simon replied imperiously, albeit with reluctance. He needed to remove the Brand of Pride to prevent Vouivre from ever using it against him, but in such a way that wouldn’t cause a scene like in the last reign. “Do you have an issue with that, Agnes?”

Belzemine clearly didn’t like it, but she simply lowered her head in obedience. “I am Your Majesty’s servant in all things.”

At least she didn’t cry and break down this time, Simon thought grimly. Her meek acceptance of her own slavery, and the fact that he had to partake in her torment just to appease her unsettled him. She still thinks I intend to keep her as my slave, and it reassures her. 

Little steps, he told himself. Eole was right; his best bet was to be a kind master to her until her emotional scars could slowly heal and freedom became a desirable possibility rather than a daunting one.

After purging Belzemine of the Brand of Pride, Simon assigned his own marks to his retainers. Belzemine, Meredith, and Cassandra were granted all three, while the rest settled on the Sloth and Gluttony ones only.

He then proceeded to assign orders. Belzemine and Lorimor would complete Balzam Magnos’ astronomical research on demonbarrows to the best of their abilities and confirm if the Darkwoods indeed held one; Leonard and Meredith would help him keep watch on Louis and Elaine, respectively; and the necromancers would continue to teach him the ways of the Dark. All in all, he was set on spending this reign doing research in Telluria.

But then…

Then he met Anna again.



Simon found her waiting for him in his bedroom when he returned to the academy with Meredith and Leonard.

He had expected it. She had always been there with Tiella, waiting to surprise him… and he was, when he saw two newcomers seated with them at the table, smiling and laughing.

“Ah, Simon,” Louis greeted him with a playful smile. An elegant young woman Simon had never seen yet sat at his right, a golden goblet in hand. “We were starting to wonder if you had lost your way.”

“You are too kind, Louis,” Anna replied with a chuckle. “I should chastise him for keeping us waiting for so long. What punishment does he deserve, Tiella?”

“Maybe we should listen to his excuse first,” Tiella said shyly.

“Right, that.” Anna stared at Simon with mischief in her eyes. He could never resist her when she did that. “What do you have to say in your defense?”

“I… I simply didn’t expect you here,” Simon said, the impromptu lie sounding so weak in his voice. He leaned forward to meet her lips, but realized his mistake a second before contact and veered off to kiss her cheek instead.

Anna nearly exploded in laughter. “Did you just try to kiss me on the lips?”

“No,” Simon blurted out, when he meant yes. Force of habits. “I was just… distracted.”

“By my beauty?” Anna smirked at him. “We’ll need to find you a wife this year.”

She meant it as a joke, but it felt like a stab in the heart. Whatever joy Simon still felt at seeing her alive and well again was drowned out in an ocean of bitterness. He forced himself to keep a stony face and to focus on the stranger among them. “I don’t think we’ve been acquainted, Miss…”

“Isabelle,” the woman replied with a courteous smile that, unlike Elaine’s, seemed entirely sincere. She was a pale beauty with long, pale platinum hair swept into a high ponytail falling all the way to her hips, and whose strands framed her lovely face. Her eyes were a pale shade of azure, and her evening satin gown showcased her fine curves; as for her white hermine cloak, it bore the thunderstruck tree heraldry of House Barbatos. “I’m glad to meet you, Simon. Louis spoke highly of you.”

“Did he?” Simon asked with a raised eyebrow. He noted that Isabelle didn’t introduce herself with her family name, even though House Barbatos ruled over one of the realm’s largest duchies. He wondered what kind of person she was. He recalled that Anna described her as nice and kind, but Louis called her away in previous reigns since he wasn’t present to ensure her safety.

“I give praise when it is deserved,” Louis replied with a thin smile. “A pity Thalas decided against joining us.”

“Milord scared him away,” his fiancée quipped. “Which was rather mean of you.”

“Yes, our half-brother would rather avoid me for some reason.” Louis chuckled. “I doubt anyone here will miss his ‘natural charm.’”

“Not at all,” Anna replied before introducing her handmaiden. “Simon, let me introduce you to Tiella Decarabia. My beautiful companion.”

“Yes, I–” The word ‘know’ died on Simon’s tongue. “I’ve heard.”

Louis gave him that sharp, soul-piercing look he had, then rose to his feet. “Thank you for your hospitality, Anna, but alas, I must retire. Work does not wait.” He glanced at his fiancée. “Isabelle?”

“I’m coming, milord,” Isabelle replied before setting her goblet aside. “The wine was delicious, Anna. Remind me to introduce you to those of my region someday.”

“Please swear you will study Divine Mysteries with us before you leave,” Anna implored her.

“Of course, Anna,” Isabelle promised with a chuckle. “I am more at home with Thaumaturgy than Prayers, but I have been meaning to broaden my repertoire."

“I will do my best to attend one of your dueling club sessions as well,” Louis promised Anna. He stopped next to Simon and leaned to whisper in his half-brother’s ear as he walked by. “Forget them.”

Simon froze in place. “Forget whom?”

“You have seen these two in your visions, I would assume? Or else the sight of them would not unsettle you so much.” Louis took Simon’s silence for confirmation. “The girls you have seen are not the people you’ve met today. They are furtive mirages, illusions of what could be. They are no more substantial than dreams and will crumble to nothing as soon as you challenge your fate.”

“It’s not that easy,” Simon replied. What keen insight, and only with a glance…

“Then work hard. You will never get anywhere if you let ghosts rule your mind.” The crown-prince strode away with regal confidence. “The past is already written, the future is always changing, and only the present matters. You would do well to remember that.”



Three days passed since that night. Three agonizing days where he had to pretend nothing was wrong at the academy while spending his evenings in the archives.

The loss of Eole and Belzemine’s emotional progress had stung, but the pain paled compared to the agony of dealing with Anna on a daily basis. Meeting her in class, smiling at him as if nothing happened between them—and from her point of view, nothing did—was becoming unbearable. He had to resist the urge to hold her in his arms and kiss her on the lips each time she greeted him, and the way she joked about checking out handsome male students hurt more than Casval’s flames. Even the sight of Tiella, whom he had gotten close to during the Berwick Islands reign, left him aching with a grim feeling of loss and emptiness whenever she stared at him as if he were a newcomer rather than a trusted companion.

Simon was strongly considering avoiding class entirely. They wore him down and prevented him from focusing.

Thankfully, his research distracted him well enough. He had contacted Shabram, who confirmed that Balzam Magnos had ordered them to put the Darkwood under surveillance roughly a year back, though he never explained his reasoning. The place was a monster-infested den in a backwater region, so the empire never considered it worth the cost to send troops to clear it out. It was also relatively close to the Goetia Research Facility, where the empire produced most of its Crestones, while Lorimor and Belzemine’s attempts to complete Balzam Magnos’ astronomical calculations pointed to a demonbarrow being indeed located in the area.

I have to check out that place, Simon thought as he observed a rat in a cage in the company of Leonard, Duchar, and Cassandra in the archives for a test. He swiftly killed the animal with his Toxin spell, then quickly harvested its soul like he did with Alphonse’s in the previous reign. A black gem of miasma appeared in his hand, to Leonard’s dread and the necromancers’ amazement.

“Marvelous, truly marvelous,” Duchar said with sincere interest. He all but snatched the miasma crystal from Simon’s hands to better observe it. “I was aware His Late Majesty could capture souls, but I never had the privilege to observe the process in person.”

“Is it such an outstanding feat?” Simon inquired.

“It is,” Cassandra confirmed calmly. “Your Majesty may not know this, but only powerful creatures of the Dark, like demons or the strongest of vampires, can steal souls by force.”

“There is a third-Tier spell that can seal a soul in a gem like Your Majesty does, but it requires both a specially prepared container and the victim’s consent,” Duchar added. “Spells capable of emulating Your Majesty’s Perk would be in the Eighth or Ninth Tier.”

“It is quite the dreadful power,” Leonard said. “But I wonder what use is there in a captive rat’s soul.”

“Plenty. Souls can be used as currency to barter with dark powers, to infuse magical items with power, to raise powerful undead, to fuel potent sorcery, or even for company. I have heard some necromancers capture the souls of minstrels so they can sing for them their favorite songs on demand.” Duchar coughed at the glares Simon and Leonard sent him. “It was a purely academic answer, of course. Our only interest is to preserve these souls from death for the sake of unlocking immortality for all mortal beings.”

“Should we try to implant a soul into a new vessel?” Cassandra asked her father. “This rat’s mate is pregnant. We could try to transfer this soul into one of the unborn babies before a new soul settles into the fetus.”

“Brilliant idea,” Duchar praised his daughter. “I’m sure transferring the father’s soul into a son’s body would improve compatibility and grant us insight into reincarnation. This would be the occasion to take that mind-transfering helmet out of storage, too.”

“I am sure the mother will be happy to be reunited with her mate too,” Cassandra added calmly as if they were discussing the weather rather than a ghastly experiment, completely oblivious to the scowl of disgust on Leonard’s face.

Simon was almost relieved when Meredith walked into the archive to give her report, though the scowl on her face quickly told him she didn’t bring good news.

“As you suspected, Lady Elaine has been following us and snooping around,” Meredith said. “In spite of my attempts to lose her, I am now certain she at least suspects this place’s existence. I’ve also noticed a detail I think Your Majesty will find disquieting.”

That’s a high bar to reach after discussing incestuous rat reincarnation, Simon thought before answering out loud, “Go on.”

“Her steps don’t make any sound. I’m sure of it.”

“So she’s a trained spy?”

“No,” Meredith corrected him, “Her footsteps simply do not produce any sound at all. It is not practice, it is a Perk, and a telltale sign of a Rogue-type Vassal Class.”

Simon squinted at her. “Like what, a Saboteur?”

“Or an Assassin,” Leonard suggested. “Should we arrest her, Your Majesty?”

“This interloper could simply have an accident,” Duchar suggested flatly. “These streets aren’t safe, after all.”

Simon immediately shot down the idea. Being a spy wasn’t worthy of death unless they confirmed she was connected to the Frightwall bombardment plot, and the sudden disappearance of the Lord-Treasurer’s daughter would bring too much scrutiny. It wasn’t worth the effort.

But on the other hand, she would inevitably find or investigate the archive if they continued to operate in the area. Silk had taught him that someone with Rogue-type Classes could easily sneak in anywhere. Staying in Telluria while she remained active presented a grave security risk.

Then again… did he actually need to stay in Telluria at all?

Eole was gone, Casval was probably dead, and Louis would hunt Vouivre down himself. All the threats in the region already had or would soon be dealt with. Anna and Tiella were safe, and Shabram could keep watch over House Malphas in Simon’s stead.

But more than that, Simon just couldn’t stand being constantly reminded of what he had lost. He needed time to process it, to accept it, to move on.

“Leonard.”

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“You will go to Louis and tell him…” Simon sighed in resignation. “You will tell him that I have changed my mind, and that I would like to visit Magvolia.”

And they would all be going.

  

    
        Chapter 44: The Stone Muse (4)

    
    
    
    
  The trip to Magvolia was pleasant enough.

Duchar was a bit annoyed to be leaving his laboratory unattended for a long period, even for the prospect of studying a wellspring of the Dark, but Simon mollified him by turning the archive into a Dungeon, then confirmed he could teleport across its halls.

“I knew it,” Simon said. “My Lord of the Demon Castle Perks apply to the Dungeon I create as if it were Castle Frightwall, including the teleportation.”

“Fascinating,” Duchar replied as he observed the Dungeon crystal. “So we could travel back and forth between Magvolia and Telluria at will?”

“No, it would unfortunately be a one-way trip. I have no way of teleporting back to Magvolia.” Which frustrated Simon, since it drastically limited his options. He hoped one of the Overlord’s future Perks would eventually solve that issue. “But we can return to Telluria in a pinch if the archive is ever breached.”

“Fair enough,” Duchar replied with a sigh. “The magical protections should protect the archives from discovery, and my creations will give a warm welcome to anyone talented enough to breach them. Studying the process by which Your Majesty can harvest souls should prove more fruitful for my research than my current experiments, anyway.”

Simon wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Having an experienced scholar of the Dark joining him on the trip would be a boon, but spending too long in the old necromancer’s presence creeped him out. At least his daughter behaved more demurely.

Leonard also had his hangups about the sudden trip, though not for the same reason. “Is it wise to leave without informing Lady Anna of our departure?”

“Anna struggles to keep secrets, and I don’t want the likes of Elaine Malphas to learn of our destination,” Simon replied. That was the reasonable-enough explanation his mind had conjured, but the truth was that he simply didn’t feel ready to deal with Anna again. He needed time to process the fact that the person he had loved was truly gone.

Did Father let such things get to him? No, the thought was laughable considering how he had treated women in past loops—up to and including raping Anna. The Overlord’s reigns were a pure blessing for monsters who cared only for themselves and no one else.

Anyway, Louis quickly arranged for them to board an airship to Magvolia and then take a heavily armored train to the Goetia Research Facility at the northern point of the province. The accommodations within were more rudimentary since those models were used to transport troops and supplies rather than private individuals, but they were still granted a separate compartment with tables and beds. Simon remained wary of practicing his crafting there for fear of being spied on, so he stuck to reading his father’s research notes and reports on the Darkwoods.

At least Simon had been reunited with his life-stealing morningstar. He had felt diminished when forced to rely on purchased or gifted claymores in past reigns. The phantom scepter he could produce when manifesting the Class outfit was passable, but required miasma to appear since it was an extension of the Overlord armor itself.

After a day’s ride, the group finally reached the Goetia Research Facility. The site was one of the most remote and well-protected in the entire empire. Dug at the base of an ash manatree whose surrounding forest had long been cut down and its titanic roots equipped with mana-extracting devices, the building was a massive factory of towering chimneys belching out blue fumes, pipes steaming with mana, and cranes carrying supplies in and out from the armored trains regularly running deliveries to its only entrance. Carts carried crystals dug from the depths of dark mines.

Their train passed by multiple checkpoints overseen by Class-wielding soldiers, iron golems, and magical artillery ready to blow them up at the first sign of trouble, before arriving at a metal platform near twelve-foot high gates of grey metal. Lauriane was waiting for them here, dressed in her military uniform and with a squad of Knight and Sorcerer Class soldiers.

“We meet again sooner than I had expected, Simon,” Lauriane greeted them once they walked off the train. She glared at Lorimor—who wisely stayed quiet—saluted Meredith, Leonard, and Belzemine … and then gasped upon spotting a certain pair of necromancers. “Duchar Honorius? Is that you?”

“I did not expect to see you again, Lady Lauriane,” Duchar replied with polite calculation. Simon could notice the mage had become warier all of a sudden.

“You know each other?” Simon asked. He had never questioned Duchar too much in depth about his past beyond the fact that he served his father.

“He tutored me in magic once before Hector–” Lauriane caught herself midsentence upon noticing Cassandra, whom she seemed to recognize. “My apologies, I didn’t mean to trouble you.”

“You did us no harm, Milady,” Cassandra replied politely, her expression undecipherable. “Our brother shall return in due time once our work lifts death’s veil.”

“Brother?” Simon asked, quickly putting two and two together. “Oh, is he–”

“Hector Honorius was my retainer, a brave man who valiantly perished in the line of duty, and that is all I shall say,” Lauriane explained, glaring at Duchar. Simon could tell something had soured whatever relationship they might have had. “Why are you here, Duchar? I thought Father had sent you away to Telluria?”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest, doubly so when Duchar glanced at him. He had intended to introduce the necromancer and his daughter as mere mages he had recruited in Telluria, but Duchar had failed to mention that he and Lauriane knew each other, mostly because he never even mentioned her.

Quick, think of something that won’t lead to questions… prophetic dreams? Too vague, will lead to more interrogations, more lies and Lauriane will just grow suspicious… An idea crossed Simon’s mind as he recalled how he had stymied similar inquiries before. Let’s hope these two play along…

“Well, I met Cassandra in Telluria and we’ve been getting along well,” Simon said, his uneasiness in no way feigned. “I thought I could invite her on this trip and reassure her father about my character.”

“Why her father would need–” Lauriane froze, her eyes widening in disbelief as her gaze turned from her brother to Cassandra. “Simon, are you courting this girl?”

Her question was so blunt and to the point that Simon couldn’t help but blush in embarrassment, doubly so when everyone stared at him all of a sudden, Cassandra included.

“Oh,” the latter said, sounding a little curious, “is that why Your Highness blessed me with so many gifts?”

Lauriane’s palm hit her forehead in annoyance. “Simon, please don’t tell me you came all this way because you wanted to impress a girl with a shiny new Class?”

“I…” Simon’s words died in his throat. Cassandra stared at him with curiosity. Duchar was raising an eyebrow at him as if trying to figure out whether he was lying or not, Meredith had blushed like a tomato, and even the straight-laced Leonard was clearly struggling to hold back his laughter. Somebody kill me now. “I didn’t come just for that.”

Lauriane’s gaze became unbearable. She closed her eyes and then took a deep breath. “Only you have clearance to enter the factory, so the others will have to wait out here. No exception, not even for Firewand.”

“I understand,” Simon replied after regaining his composure. He wasn’t dealing with his loving sister in the comfort of their home, but the leader of a military production facility.

The soldiers checked him for any weapons or magical devices—he had thankfully left his morningstar in the train—then guided them past the gates into great metallic halls illuminated by crystal panels.

“Of all the girls in Telluria, you had to pick a necromancer’s daughter,” Lauriane complained.

“Is Duchar really that bad?” Simon asked, though he already knew the answer.

“He is a man of vision and considerable talents, but he lacks the scruples to temper his obsessions,” Lauriane replied with undisguised contempt. “I haven’t been acquainted with his daughter, but I can tell the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. You would do well to break it off as soon as possible.”

“I’m… I’m sorry, Lauriane.”

“No, I do not blame you,” Lauriane replied with a tone of pure exasperation. “It is our fault. We’ve sheltered you too much and failed to find you a proper fiancée. I suggested marrying you off to Patriate’s daughter, and Euphemia wanted to ship you off to Fablan or Bujan, but Father denied us both.”

For once, Simon was half grateful to his father for not setting him up with Elaine Malphas. “I swear I didn’t come just because of her,” he insisted. “I’ve… I’ve had dreams.”

Lauriane’s expression immediately sharpened. “What kind?”

“I’m not sure what to make of them,” Simon replied before giving a half-truth. “I saw dragons and monsters fighting in a crimson sky. One of them came for me when I least expected it, and I woke up when they cut me down.”

“I see… so these Vouivre and Casval might not be the only heirs Gargauth sired to oppose us.” Lauriane scowled. “You came looking for a monster-slaying Class?”

“Yes, I think I’ll need one in the future.” Mostly he was looking for a Crestone whose abilities would synergize well with Overlord and that would give him an excuse to level-up in the Darkwood. “Perhaps not like the Paladin, but as close as possible.”

“We actually inherited the Paladin Crestone’s blueprints from the Church of Light,” Lauriane replied. “We used them to create the Templar and Hellblade Vassal Crestones.”

“What, really?” Simon had always assumed those two descended from the Cleric or the Warrior. “Quite ironic that Paladin Vassals would end up serving the Overlord.”

They walked along a guardrail-protected passerelle overseeing a vast chamber the size of a castle’s feast hall. A faint mana mist leaked from a series of large glass cylinders below, each of them containing large chunks of mana crystals contained within colorful liquid. Apothecaries, crafters, and researchers measured them, drew notes, and surgically extracted small chunks.

“Are these raw Crestone chunks?” Simon inquired, fascinated by their glow and color. Their translucent purity clashed heavily with the darkness of his miasma crystals.

“Those are the mana crystals we carve Crestones from, more precisely.” Lauriane walked up to the guardrail and studied the crystals. “What are Classes in their purest form, Simon?”

“They are archetypes born of the collective consciousness of all souls,” Simon replied. Everyone interested in the subject understood that.

“I see you listened to your tutors,” Lauriane said with pride, having been one of them. “Souls return to mana once they die and shed their memories, their thoughts, and their beliefs during reincarnation. This stream of information endures through the network that binds the manatrees together and that some would call the Worldsoul, the System, or for some, the Light. The Overlord is the only exception, since it draws its power and existence from a separate force called the Dark.” Lauriane waved her hand at the cylinders and their contents. “Crestones are mana crystals attuned to these archetypes and that serve as channels between these ideals and mortals through highly complex magical scripts carved into their very structure.”

“And most mana crystals are fossilized leaves or roots from a manatree,” Simon recalled. “Is the local dryad happy that you’re extracting those from her domain? Or that we built a facility inside her tree?”

“We didn’t give her a choice,” Lauriane replied, a dark shadow passing over her gaze for an instant. “The elves shaped the Noble Crestones from mana crystals carved from the Worldtree, the origin of all life on our world, and then tapped into twenty-two archetypes at the core of mortal consciousness. Unfortunately for us, they succeeded too well. Noble Crestones tap into such a pure form of their archetype that they are now symbiotically linked to them. The Noble Crestones have become their Class, and thus cannot be fully replicated.”

“Not unless the original is destroyed first?”

Lauriane shook her head, to Simon’s surprise. “The Noble Crestones can be destroyed, but they don’t stay that way for long. Past Overlords have actually shattered the Paladin’s Crestone more than once, and it always reformed somewhere else. Only when the very idea of a hero defending the innocent has been scrubbed from all records and living memory will the Class cease to be and its Crestone fade away.”

Simon didn’t know that. If Noble Crestones couldn’t permanently be destroyed, then it would explain why their number had remained unchanged in spite of the Overlords’ Devour Crestone Perk. Some of Simon’s predecessors had indeed consumed them, only for the Crestones to reappear later. A tradition that Simon would probably follow…

“So that’s why Gargauth swallowed the Paladin Class,” Simon guessed. “Destroying it would have caused it to reappear in the hands of enemies, so containment was the only sensible option.”

“Exactly,” Lauriane confirmed. “However, our research indicates that Noble Crestones have a strange ability to always find their way to wielders matching their archetype. That is why Father distributed them among members of our family or the High Council. Either we provide them with worthy wielders, or they’ll escape to find them themselves.”

“But that’s not the case for Vassal Crestones?”

“No. These imitations have no will of their own, since they are mere diminished echoes of the original. This is also why we can mass-produce them.” Lauriane gave a military salute to the researchers below, apparently happy with their work. “Once we have isolated mana crystal chunks of sufficient purity, we then ship them off to the processing center where the true work begins.”

She led him deeper inside the facility, to rooms lined with workbenches and assembly lines on which crafters painstakingly carved complex symbols on pristine Crestones with scalpel-like instruments.

“While we cannot fully reproduce a functional Noble Crestone, we can isolate parts of their magical scripts to tap into lesser archetypes,” Lauriane explained. “The Warrior is the master of all weapons, so we could isolate the mastery of the blade to create the Fencer, the skill with the spear to create the Spearsman, and so on.”

“I don’t see what the Hellblade has to do with the Paladin,” Simon pointed out. “Even the name stands out.”

Lauriane smiled faintly. “The Hellblade represents a fallen and oath-breaking hero, the same way a swindler is still a merchant, but I will concede it is one of the most difficult to produce.” She approached a table and studied one of the workers’ newly crafted Crestones. “We have collected twelve of the twenty-two Noble Crestones, and though we had to leave the Monk and the Bard in the hands of tributary viceroys as part of annexation agreements, we could still obtain their blueprints. We’ll soon add the Mage and the Ranger to that number, should Norbelle manage to bring Cocagne into the fold, for a total of fourteen.”

“And the more blueprints we accumulate, the more Vassal Classes we can create,” Simon guessed. “Which in turn strengthens our army as a whole.”

“Indeed. Collecting all of the twenty-two Noble Crestones has been an imperial policy since Mardok’s rule for that very reason.”

“Did no one try to create an Overlord Vassal Class, though?” Simon wondered. “I would have thought some dark wizard would have at least tried to replicate it.”

“With what blueprints, Simon?” Lauriane scoffed. “The Overlord Class has no Crestone we can study, and the Crimson Throne is a complete black box. Mardok took the secrets of its creation to the grave, and there’s not a single soul alive who could enlighten us.”

There is one person, albeit not truly ‘alive,’ Simon thought as he recalled Elios Magnos. His ancestor had helped create the Crimson Throne, and Balzam Magnos perished at least four times against him. Was Father trying to steal his secrets and create Overlord Vassals?

“When I took over the empire’s Crestone research, I began to push for a new approach: combining multiple Crestones’ magical scripts to create customized Classes drawing some aspects from both parents,” Lauriane explained after congratulating the workers for their good work. “A swordsman that can cast spells, or a bard who honors the gods with his music, and so on. My secondary Spellblade Class is the result of these experiments after our spies stole part of the Mage blueprints from Cocagne.”

“What was the customized Class you had in mind for me?” Simon asked her teasingly. “A mix of the Warrior and the Mage so that I can do a bit of everything?”

“Actually, I intended to give you a hybrid of the Librarian and my own Alchemist Noble Class,” Lauriane replied with amusement. “Since you wanted to become an adventurer with the means of supporting yourself independently from the family, I thought it would both play on your scholarly strength and help you achieve your dreams.”

“The Librarian? Oh right, we have its blueprints." Simon’s head perked up with immense interest. “Come to think of it, do we have complete schematics of that lost Class? I know multiple civilizations managed to create Vassal Classes of it, but nothing much.“

“Our blueprints still have holes, so we only have partial records,” Lauriane admitted. “Father actually sank considerable resources into researching any scrap of knowledge we could gather on the Librarian Class, though he never told me the reason why.”

Simon could guess the answer: for learning how to defeat the near-invincible lich beneath his homeland. “I wouldn’t mind learning what that Noble Class can do.”

Lauriane quickly dashed his hopes. “Sorry, Simon, but that research is highly classified. I cannot make an exception on that front, even for you.”

Of course it wouldn’t be so easy. Simon hoped he could eventually change her mind, either with persuasion or by playing up his prophetic dreams, but he decided to let it slide for now. Pushing too much too fast would ruin his credibility, and receiving a custom Crestone was already a pretty big favor in itself.

“Alas, that Class won’t be ready for a while,” Lauriane said. “If you need a Class optimized to fight demons or monsters, I can gift you a Templar Crestone.”

Simon stifled a laugh at the irony. “A War Party leader, giving me a Class emblematic of the Church Party?”

“I have no love for Mastemo’s enforcers, but pragmatically speaking, the Templar is the best tool for slaying monsters.” Lauriane put a hand on her waist, her expression thoughtful. “I know of a place nearby where you could quickly level it up. I wouldn’t have recommended it under normal circumstances, but your retainers can protect you from anything truly dangerous, especially Firewand.”

“The Darkwood?” Simon guessed. “Lorimor mentioned it during the trip.”

“I still believe sparing that fool was a bad idea, but it might be a blessing in disguise.” Lauriane’s expression hardened considerably. “Yes, I speak of the Darkwood. I actually intended to send someone there to investigate the demon Lorimor trafficked with.”

Simon quickly connected the dots. “Because his Scholar is a Vassal Class of the Librarian?”

“That, and I do not like the idea of a demon challenging our monopoly on Crestone creation. I would like to learn how the fiend learned that information, and then eliminate it.” Lauriane seemed torn about what to say next. “I do not want to put you in danger or involve you in our affairs, so I will perfectly understand if you refuse.”

“No, no, it’s okay,” Simon reassured her. In fact, it perfectly played into his plans. “It is the least I can do after all the help you gave me. I can investigate and eliminate that demon with Firewand.”

“I see.” Lauriane took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Simon.”

Simon frowned. “For what?”

“I had hoped I could keep you away from trouble, but… perhaps Louis is right. I can’t shelter you forever, and our enemies might come for you sooner or later.” She shook her head and brushed it off. “I will provide you with papers identifying you as my representative to ensure the locals’ cooperation in your investigation.”

And Simon knew exactly where to start.
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  Simon tried out the Templar Class the moment Lauriane gave him its Crestone.

Simon felt uneasy the moment he put the outfit on. The enmity between the Paladin and the Overlord had apparently partly transferred to the former’s Vassal in spite of its lack of sentience. Putting on the Templar armor felt like putting on a mantle of needles. It itched all over as the mana coalesced into a gilded plate armor bearing the emblem of the sun on its chest.

It closely resembled the Paladin one, even including a pavise shield and sword, but heavier, bulkier, and thicker. Its cylindrical helmet had a slit for a visor, and a crimson cloak fluttering from his shoulders. In short, where the Paladin had been surprisingly fast and agile, this Class was definitely designed for slow, steady defense and intimidating strength.

Quite like the Overlord, ironically enough.


You have unlocked the Templar Class. 

Templar: A holy warrior versed in both swordcraft and scriptures, dedicated to serving a divine will and wiping out the Dark. 

Strength B, Vitality A, Agility D, Perception C, Magic C, Intelligence D, Charisma B, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Darksense (Passive): You gain a sixth sense to detect the presence of the Dark–like miasma, Dungeons, or demons–nearby.

Innate Perk: Smite Evil (Passive): When using weapons in which you have a proficiency, your attacks against creatures of the Dark, like Undead and Demons, always gain a Slayer Effect (x3 Supereffective Damage). 

Level 1 Perk: Melee Master 1 (passive): Can wield all melee weapons with medium proficiency (x1.5 damage). 



So that’s how Alphonse sensed my presence in Rosanne, Simon thought as he read over the Perks. Thankfully, it seemed to have weaknesses, or else Mastemo’s bodyguards would have immediately noticed the aura of malice around Simon back in Frightwall. I guess being in a wellspring of the Dark shrouds their sight. It must have been like looking through black smoke.

“I must say it looks good on you,” Lauriane complimented him. “How does it feel?”

Horrible. The Overlord in him was urging him to tear the armor apart and paint it black. “I feel… stronger all around.”

“That would be the stat boost. It always does something when you put on a Class for the first time.” Lauriane watched on as Simon cancelled the Class outfit. “I do think a more academically minded Class would suit you better.”

“Like a dark wizard Class?” Simon mused as a question suddenly crossed his mind. “Come to think of it, why did nobody else try to make an original Dark-aligned Class? Surely the Overlord can’t be the only one, and they wouldn’t be limited by the lack of blueprints.”

“We’ve tried, but encountered two insurmountable issues.” Lauriane gazed at the Templar Crestone in her brother’s hand. “First of all, the lack of a prototype. We can create Vassal Classes because we can base our designs on the original Noble Crestones, but only elven archmages know how to create those in the first place, and none of them have managed to shape a new one in many centuries. No new archetype has yet to emerge, though that will probably change one day.”

“And the second issue?”

“The lack of a proper conduit makes it impractical,” Lauriane replied. “Creating a new theoretical Dark-aligned Crestone would require a miasma crystal, and those are extremely rare. They only coalesce in Dungeons or from the corpses of extremely dangerous entities like archdemons, liches, or ancient vampires… and even then I have yet to see any with the degree of purity required to carve a Crestone out of them.”

“How did Mardok create the Overlord Class then?”

Lauriane smiled at him. “That’s the mystery since the Overlord Class doesn’t even have a Crestone as far as we can tell. I suspect he found a way to turn the Crimson Throne into an alternate conduit between the Overlord archetype and its user, but this still doesn’t explain how or why it doesn’t require physical contact.”

Interesting. All Zodiac Fiends appeared to be sealed in potent miasma crystals. Could Mardok have created the Overlord Crestone from his own Serpent-Bearer crystal? But if he did, it would have surely been found by now.

“What about the Crimson Throne?” Simon asked. “Maybe it contains a miasma Crestone.”

“Father ordered us to dissect it a few years back, but we failed to open it up,” Lauriane admitted. “The Crimson Throne is both immune to divination and completely indestructible as far as we can tell. It is a mystery wrapped in an enigma. I don’t think even Father fully understood how it worked.”

Simon had the feeling Balzam Magnos had spent many reigns trying to figure that out, only to run out of time. All paths to the Crimson Throne’s secrets led back to Elios Magnos, and convincing the lich to cooperate would be a difficult proposition.

“I have arranged for carriages to transport you to the town of Whispermire and a shipment of manaliths for Firewand’s use, as you asked,” Lauriane said. “It is where Lorimor was arrested, if I recall.”

“Yes indeed, and his wife and child still live there.” Simon doubted they would be happy to see him again, but they should provide key intel. “I figured it would be a good place to start the investigation, especially since it’s right next to the Darkwood.”

“A wise and sensible approach.” Lauriane stared at him fondly. “You have grown into a fine and mature young man, Simon. I keep forgetting that sometimes.”

“I had a good sister to show me the way.” Simon clutched the Templar Crestone. “Thank you, Lauriane. Your help means the world to me.”

“I wish I could have helped more. The situation between Euphemia and Louis has us on edge.” Lauriane’s smile faded away. “Do not hesitate to retreat here or to call on us for reinforcements if you find anything too dangerous in the Darkwood. My door will always be open to you.”

And Simon loved her for that.



After they departed the facility the group took the train to an army relay station and then boarded the carriages taking them to Whispermire. Simon ended up sharing one with Cassandra and Belzemine, which suited him just fine. He wanted to clarify a few things with the former before they reached their destination.

“My apologies for what happened at the Goetia Research Center,” Simon told her. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. It was a spur-of-the-moment improvisation.”

“Was His Majesty actually courting me?” Cassandra’s head perked up with curiosity. “I have never been courted by living people before, so I cannot tell.”

Why did she have to specify ‘living’ people of all things? “I was simply improvising to keep my sister off our backs.”

“Oh, so that wasn’t serious.”

Simon couldn’t exactly tell whether she was offended or relieved. The girl was so calm and unexpressive that he could hardly get a read on her. “For what it is worth, I do find you charming and attractive,” he replied, trying to make sure she wouldn’t be offended. “I am sincerely sorry for the deception. We’ll have to keep it up should Lauriane visit us, but I’ll make it up to you and Duchar for the inconvenience.”

“My father does not care about such things.” Cassandra studied Simon for a moment before asking, “Does Your Majesty want to have sex with me then?”

She said that so calmly, so casually, that it took Simon a moment to register her words. “What?”

“I asked if Your Majesty wants to have sex with me,” Cassandra replied flatly, completely ignoring the fact that Belzemine was sharing a ride with them.

“What, like right now?!” Simon blinked in shock. Is she serious?

“Yes.” Now she sounded almost confused. “Is that not how courtship works?”

Simon suddenly realized that having a back-alley necromancer like Duchar for a father might not have been all that good for socialization. “There are a few intermediate steps before that one, like dates and kisses.” Or a drunken game with Anna. “Sex is usually how courtship ends.”

“Yes, that would make sense.” Cassandra nodded in understanding. “Must we go through those steps for your sister’s sake?”

“You don’t sound as opposed to the idea as I would have expected you to,” Simon noted, slightly taken aback by her reaction.

“I am Your Majesty’s servant and I find you pleasing to look at too,” Cassandra replied with a shrug. “I wouldn’t mind you courting me.”

Truly? Simon guessed that she probably didn’t have many opportunities for dating in Beleth, considering her secretive nature, interests, and family. He might have indeed been the first living person to make a pass at her, however unwittingly.

Simon wondered how to deal with Cassandra. He did find her attractive, and she seemed mature enough, but he never dealt with her for long beyond spellcasting sessions. He knew precious little about her. Maybe he could be pleasantly surprised…

No, I’ve no time for romance, Simon told himself. He still wasn’t over Anna or the loss of Eole’s friendship, and the idea of getting overly attached to someone else only for the end of a reign to cut it short was gnawing at him. I should focus on leveling-up and the Zodiac Fiends rather than women. 

“I have too much on my plate for courtship at the moment,” Simon said evasively, “But I wouldn’t mind getting to know you better, Cassandra.”

“If Your Majesty wishes it.” A small smile formed on Cassandra’s lips. “It will be nice having a living friend.”

Belzemine, who had remained dutifully silent so far, began to shift uncomfortably in her seat. Simon felt at ease all of a sudden, nay, at home. He could sense a presence calling out to him in the distance, so faintly he barely noticed.

He opened the carriage window and got his first look at the Darkwood.

It could have been mistaken for a vast and dense rainforest at first glance, filled with black alders, hornbeams, and birches… if not for the fact that they were all black, gnarly, and twisted with little to no leaves on their branches. Mushrooms and purple moss covered the ground like a purulent infestation, while a thorny undergrowth and foliage formed a near-impenetrable barrier. A mist of purple miasma visible to the naked eye hovered over the woods, so thick one couldn’t see farther than a few feet deep, and yet Simon spotted shadowy forms moving inside.

Two features immediately caught his eye. The first was the rotten husk of an alder manatree, dark, hunched over, and leafless. It loomed over the entire region like a mountain while shrouded in a veil of miasma oozing from its bark. The second feature was the great stone spires rising hundreds of meters over the forest floor all across the landscape like a great beast’s fangs. It didn’t take long for Simon to realize they were fossilized roots from the dead manatree.

“What a ghastly sight…” Simon commented. “Is this what happens when a dryad perishes, Agnes?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Belzemine replied, a hint of sorrow breaking through her cold exterior. “Naught but stone, dust, and fossilized crystals remain in the wake of a manatree’s death. This is not death, this is…” Her tongue clicked in her mouth. “Corruption.”

Corruption? Wait, was she implying that the manatree was still alive?

“I sense you… you scion of the Minotaur.”

Then he heard her in his mind.

It was a woman’s voice calling for him from the woods, clear like a waterfall and melodious like Eole’s, so pleasant and enchanting to listen to. However, the way the words echoed in Simon’s head reminded him of another such occurrence half a continent away.

A Zodiac Fiend was calling out to him, just like how the Twin-Tailed Fish had tried to tempt him in the Kish Palace and the Scorpion had called out from the depths of the Poison Gardens.

“Did you come here seeking power? Seeking me?” the voice asked, purring with delight. “Come unto me and let us be joined. I shall wait for you at my temple, in the Halls of the Minotaur… waiting for our wedding of flesh and soul.”

The mental connection ended as abruptly as it came as the carriage continued to travel along the woods’ edge to their destination. Simon glanced at his companions and realized that both of them had perked up as well.

“Did you hear that too?” Simon asked in concern.

“Yes, I think so,” Cassandra confirmed. “It was an invitation.”

“It is her,” Belzemine said. “The Darkwood’s dryad. I am certain of it.”

What? Simon blinked in surprise. Not a demon? “Are you sure?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. We elves can hear their calls from birth.” Belzemine's scowl deepened. “But she sounded… wrong.”

What was going on here? Simon had assumed the dryad had perished and the Zodiac Fiend was sealed within her tree in some way, but could she have been corrupted by it somehow? The mention of the Minotaur would point to the Darkwood housing that particular demon.

However, another detail bothered him. Simon could hear the Zodiac Fiends through his connection with the Dark, and Belzemine was sensitive to a dryad’s voice, but why would Cassandra be able to hear the entity, too? It could be a feature of her Witch Class, but Simon had another, likelier, possibility in mind.

“Cassandra, what is your birth sign?” Simon inquired. He had guessed the likely answer, but demanded confirmation.

“I was born on the 20th of Floreal, so…” Cassandra looked up as if trying to remember. “The Minotaur, I think?”

Eole had briefly mentioned her birthdate in the previous reign, and Simon confirmed she was a Twin-Tailed Fish; the same sign as the Fiend sealed in the Kish Palace. He was starting to notice a pattern.

“Whatever this entity promises you, do not listen to it,” Simon warned her as the village of Whispermire came into sight. “Its only desire is to take your body as its own.”

“Your Majesty need not worry, I know demons and I have seen Lorimor,” Cassandra reassured him. “She will only be another voice among many.”

Simon wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but that could wait for another time. The carriage slowed down and then stopped as it reached their destination.

Located between the Darkwood’s edge and a nearby river, Whispermire was a small town of roughly four thousand inhabitants according to the latest imperial census. While somewhat backwater even before the conquest of Magvolia—no king of the region had ever visited it in over a century, according to Lorimor—and mostly subsisting on fishing or woodwork, its economy had been bolstered in recent years by down on their luck ex-soldiers, mercenaries, and adventurers looking to make some coin by plundering the elven ruins inside the Darkwood or harvesting monster parts. Lorimor’s own wife had made a small fortune catering to that particular clientele and even leveraged it to become the town’s mayor.

Her establishment, the Midnight Market, oversaw the Darkwood from a hill directly facing the forest. A five-story tall estate with various secondary facilities of solid black stones and sturdy timber frames, the compound cut an impressive figure compared to the more rustic houses spread across the town. A tall hedge wall and a gatehouse controlled access to the area, though the guards let the carriages in without a fuss. Lauriane had apparently sent a messenger bird ahead to alert them of their arrival.

Simon climbed down from his vehicle to find a woman matching the description of Lorimor’s wife awaiting them in front of the estate’s gates alongside two guards. Her dark skin marked her as a Uyo native, with short white hair and pale grey eyes. She looked to be in her thirties, wearing a masculine blue velvet doublet, gloves, and a small cape, showcasing her wealth. The calculating way she appraised Simon vaguely reminded him of Silk and Casval.

“Your Highness,” she said in perfect Endymian and with a short bow. “My name is Odette Kano, mayor of Whispermire. I will be hosting you–” Her eyes widened with a mix of fear and fury when she spotted Lorimor, her courtesy gone in an instant. “What is he doing here?”

“I was sent to investigate the demon case,” Simon replied. Apparently, Lauriane hadn’t informed her of Lorimor’s presence. “I figured he would be useful in the search.”

Odette’s hands clenched into fists. “He is not staying here or anywhere near my son.”

“Our son,” Lorimor replied with a baleful glare. “Benjamin is mine too.”

“You lost any right to him when you…” Odette’s expression turned into a scowl of fury. “You belong in a cell or a ditch, not in my house.”

“Benjamin was chosen!” Lorimor ranted, his fragile mask of sanity fraying away. “Even now, the Muse beckons me from the–”

“Silence,” Simon said sternly, the cultist immediately falling quiet. “My apologies, Lady Odette. I assure you he is well under control.”

She didn’t believe him. “Two more kidnapping attempts have been made on my son since his departure, and he is still under that… that thing’s influence. He will do something stupid.”

“We’ll arrange other accommodations for him,” Simon promised, his eyebrows furrowing. “I wasn’t informed of any more kidnapping attempts.”

“I did not wish to bother authorities or to bring publicity to my establishment, so I settled on dealing with the matter as mayor myself,” she replied sternly. “I had them hanged to a tree to deter further attempts.”

This one is cut from steel rather than velvet. “Was your son born sometime in the Floreal month?”

“He was.” Odette squinted at him with suspicion. “Did his genitor tell you?”

“It was just a hunch. I suspect the demon in the woods is specifically looking for someone born under the Minotaur sign.” Simon stretched his back. “But we can discuss that after my companions and I have settled in.”

“Of course. My staff will see to your accommodations…” Odette glared at Lorimor. “And they will find some hole for this worm to crawl in.”

Simon didn’t oppose her and telepathically ordered Lorimor to go along with it for now. His wife was reacting with extreme restraint, considering what he had done, and Simon didn’t wish to alienate her.

Odette proceeded to give him a brief rundown and tour of her facilities. Besides the main building, the estate included a bathhouse, stables, and storehouses. The first floor hosted a feasting hall and bar for adventurers, the second floor a shop full of various kinds of equipment and magical items, the third private bedrooms for visiting adventurers, the fourth was dedicated to administration, and the fifth covered Odette’s personal solar and guestrooms, where the group would stay.

In short, this place catered to all of an adventurer’s needs.

“This place is a guildhall in all but name,” Simon noted as Odette personally invited him to her private study on the fourth floor to discuss the investigation in private.

“Magvolian guilds have been either dissolved or tightly regulated since the conquest, but we do offer similar services,” Odette explained as she guided him through several hallways. “We buy monster carcasses and process them into parts we sell back or repackage into magical items, and hand over the elven historical artifacts adventurers find in the Darkwood to the central government against proper compensation.”

“Quite the fruitful business from what I see,” Simon noted. “Who were the kidnappers?”

“A tanner and a drunk, neither of whom had any criminal history before the incident,” Odette replied. “We always had fools stumbling back from the Darkwood after being bewitched or driven to madness by fiends, but such incidents have increased in the last months. Graffiti caked in blood, animals found mutilated in the morning, and what happened with my ex-husband. I am starting to suspect a cult has taken root in town.”

“And of course, you didn’t warn the authorities.”

“I am the local authority… but I won’t lie, I had hoped to solve these incidents without involving the central government,” Odette admitted as she unlocked a door that probably led to her private study. “Your help is welcome.”

Odette opened the door, and they found Silk waiting on the other side.

The Cobweb emissary was there, slouching on a chair facing a wooden desk without a care in the world, her gaze turning from the bookshelves and window to the newcomers. She wore a simple dress rather than her usual roguish clothes and looked more like a commoner lady than the criminal she was, but it was her, unmistakably her.

Simon froze in place the moment he saw her, as did Odette. He fought the temptation to summon the Overlord Class outfit and throw the traitor through the nearest window, but multiple reigns of constant deception had sharpened his self-control.

“Am I interrupting something?” Silk asked as she rose to her feet, feigning innocence even though she had been waiting in a locked study. Quite the ominous warning.

“My apologies, I wasn’t expecting you so soon,” Odette replied after regaining her composure, though she remained noticeably wary. “This is His Highness Simon of House Magnos. The central government sent him to deal with a local matter.”

“Elsa Nightingale,” Silk lied easily as she shook Simon’s hand. His grip was tighter than he would have hoped, but the memory of the Cobweb’s betrayal remained too raw. “Have we met before? I seem to have startled you.”

“I mistook you for someone else for a moment,” Simon lied back. She should be on the other side of the Dragonsea these days. “Who are you, might I ask?”

“I represent an import-export consortium from Valne.” Which… was technically correct. “It would be unbecoming to let a member of House Magnos wait, so I shall take my leave for the night and discuss business with Miss Kano later.”

“I will send someone for you as soon as I am finished here,” Odette promised. The cautious, respectful way she addressed the Cobweb representative raised all kinds of alarm bells in Simon’s head.

“Take your time.” Silk gave Simon a sharp nod as she walked out. “Your Highness.”

Simon watched her leave without a word, his jaw scowling.

What did the Cobweb want with this place?

  

    
        Chapter 46: The Stone Muse (6)

    
    
    
    
  Walking through the Darkwood carried a perpetual undercurrent of menace.

Although Simon’s group had ventured into the woods in broad daylight, the thick miasma in the air obscured the sunlight and reduced the illumination to something akin to twilight. The vegetation around them seemed bleached of color, leaving trees black and grey. The purple fog prevented them from seeing far, even with Belzemine’s Lantern of Revealing spell illuminating their path.

Most of their group handled the tainted air rather well thanks to the Brands of Gluttony granting them poison immunity and their other abilities. One of Leonard’s Dreadnought Perks apparently protected him from passive environmental damage, an experienced dark mage like Duchar felt completely at home, and Belzemine had spent long enough in Castle Frightwall to grow used to ambient miasma. Only Lorimor had no particular protection beyond the brand, but Belzemine simply cast healing spells on him when his throat began to itch from inhaling too much miasma.

Simon had decided to leave Cassandra behind in Whispermire for her safety, since bringing a potentially compatible host to a demon’s doorstep like he did with Eole in Telluria was bound to lead to disaster. Meredith had also stayed behind to look after her while also gathering information on both Odette and Silk.

Simon had no idea what the Cobweb was doing in the region. Those criminals could be here for any number of reasons. The Darkwood had much to offer them: monster parts, elven artifacts to resell on the black market, and maybe even exotic materials they could only find here. They might also be investigating the local Zodiac miasma crystal, since they had already obtained one somehow.

Moreover, Silk should be on the other side of the Dragonsea around this time. Either his actions had caused the Cobweb to change its plans, or its agents could somehow travel across great distances in a very short period of time. Either was possible considering how little he knew about the organization.

Whatever the case, their presence was bad news for Simon’s own plans, and Odette’s mere association with them meant the mayor was much shadier than she let on. The Prince of Spiders had already tricked him once, and Simon wouldn’t give him another chance to do so.

At least Odette had provided a rather accurate map of the Darkwood’s explored areas and paths, though she warned them that those regularly changed at the whims of its demonic residents. The group had decided not to waste time and left at dawn to investigate while the sun was up, since it would likely take them more than a day to reach the local manatree.

Simon was using Fiendmask to disguise his Overlord Class armor as a black version of the Templar armor without any heraldry, since he had the suspicion that bearing the Church of the Light’s insignia would only invite hostility from the locals. Duchar had also put on his Class outfit, his turban and clothes having turned pitch black, and a ghoulish skeletal mask covering the upper part of his face. He regularly stopped to pick mushrooms, plants, and other samples.

“I hope Your Highness will forgive my curiosity,” Duchar apologized for the delays his collecting caused. Simon had insisted they didn’t use ‘His Majesty’ in the open until they ascertained how much the Muse knew about him. “I have not encountered such a potent wellspring of the Dark since Castle Frightwall.”

“I assume a place like this must be a rare occurrence,” Simon guessed as Leonard cut down foliage blocking their way.

“Dead, rotting manatrees do usually attract dangerous creatures, but this one actually seems to be both alive and producing miasma rather than normal mana,” Duchar confirmed. “It may be a unique phenomenon.”

“An unnatural phenomenon,” Belzemine said. It was rare for the elf to speak her mind like this, so Simon assumed seeing an elven forest like this rattled her to her core.

“It is the Muse’s breath upon our skin,” Lorimor ranted with feverish eyes. His behavior had only worsened since they entered the Darkwood. “Her body is old and spent, but soon she will shed it for a younger, newer vessel worthy of her, yes!”

Simon wasn’t sure what to make of the cultist’s rantings. Only Simon was born under the auspices of the Minotaur among their current group and thus he alone should make for a compatible vessel, if his theory about the signs was correct. His Indomitable Crown Perk should protect him from any mental influence, but he couldn’t say the same for Lorimor. Simon would have to trigger his brands and execute him if he tried to betray the team.

Nonetheless, the fact that this ‘Muse’ was looking for individuals with a Minotaur sign suggested she was a Zodiac Fiend seeking a host or something close to that. He was starting to wonder if the local dryad had been possessed by it until the demon’s will overrode her own. It would probably explain the manatree’s state.

“Could a dryad transfer herself into a new vessel?” Simon asked his companions. “Whether a being of flesh or another tree?”

“No,” Belzemine replied flatly.

“In theory, no, since a dryad is the will of a manatree and thus bound to it until death,” Duchar replied with more caution. “But the Dark is a pathway to many abilities that some would consider… impossible.”

“It is not impossible!” Lorimor ranted with religious zeal, his screams echoing into the surrounding woods. “Her will shall be done, you shall see, you shall all see!”

Leonard, who had been walking at the vanguard, suddenly raised his sword and shield. “Trouble, Your Highness.”

Simon raised his morningstar and his other allies’ readied their spells as lights glowed inside the miasma. Four shining orbs of greenish fire, about as bright as torches, floated out of the foliage towards the group, nebulous images of skulls flaring at their core. Simon sensed no hostility from them, especially once they spotted him.

“Lord of the Dark…” they whispered with awe and reverence in a language alien to human ears. “Wreathed in shadows… breathing fear…”

Duchar immediately identified the creatures. “Those are witchlights, or will-o'-the-wisps, as some call them. Beautiful undead creatures that feed on fear and misery.”

Leonard prepared to cut them down, but Simon stopped him with a wave of his hand. The four wisps soon danced around him like courtiers around a king. His Unquestionable Ruler Perk had likely put them under his influence.

“I come at the Muse’s invitation,” Simon said, his Perk translating his words. “Show me the way to her.”

“Guide thee, Lord O’ Dark, we shall… to the hangman tree and the ring of stones…” The witchlights glowed bright and illuminated a previously unseen trail. “Follow us…”

Simon and the others warily followed the lights until they reached a clearing at the center of a blackened groove. A circle of monolithic menhirs carved with ancient elvish runes and covered in vegetation surrounded a mighty, blackened adder tree about as tall and thick as a small house. Rotting human carcasses and skeletons dangled from its branches.

The witchlights danced around its trunk, causing its bark to stir. The tree uprooted itself with a rumble, flailing its way out of the dirt, a fanged, crooked face forming on its surface.

A treant.

A very corrupted treant.

“It has been many moons since Carrock the Treant saw an elf venture through these woods,” the creature said in elvish upon noticing Belzemine, who looked quite uncomfortable at its gaze, before turning its attention on Lorimor. “And this paltry slave shadowing your steps… Lorimor, was it? Did you bring the child you promised?”

“I have failed the Muse…” Lorimor replied in elvish, his voice heavy with grief, as if failing to sacrifice his own son to a demon was the highest of sins. “But I bring an honored guest! A great figure of the shadows!”

“I see…” The treant’s crimson eyes squinted at Simon. “There is something about you. I feel I owe you my service and obedience, though I have sworn you no oath of fealty.”

“I am a scion of the Dark,” Simon replied. The local creatures all appeared to fall under his sway, including the treant, which meant they couldn’t be above level twenty-eight. Which made sense, since the imperial army would have already firebombed the area if it contained anything too dangerous. “I came at the Muse’s invitation.”

“The Muse? Ah, yes, our lady lived up to that title long ago,” the treant whispered in nostalgia. “Once she inspired many artists and granted them locks of her hair as tokens of her favor. Elven poets and human minstrels would travel from all across the realm to sing her praise and share her bed. None would leave her side, for they all fell in love with her beautiful forest.”

Simon glanced at the twisted trees surrounding them. ‘Beautiful’ wasn’t the term that came to mind for this place. “What happened?”

“The Lord of Dark came to twist and corrupt her,” Carrock replied with a hint of regret, “for it was Mardok’s greatest pleasure to befoul the pure and beautiful into something perverse.”

Belzemine visibly flinched and looked down at the ground with a haunted gaze. Simon could tell the treant’s words had dug up some frightful memory. He hesitantly put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her, but she hardly reacted.

“But the times have changed, and there is joy to be found in darkness,” the treant said with a crooked, nefarious smile. “Step into the ring of stones, Scion of the Dark, and I shall transport you to Lady Leanan’s side.”

Simon wasn’t about to trust an ancient corrupted tree at his word and so consulted his party first. “Does he speak the truth?”

“Yes, he does!” Lorimor insisted. “This path I once took to meet with her embrace!”

“These stones form a Fairy Ring once created by elven Druids,” Belzemine explained in Endymian. “It will teleport people within it to another place connected by the manatree’s roots once triggered.”

“In short, straight into the lion’s jaws,” Leonard said immediately, stabbing the ground with his sword. “Allow me to go first and clear the path, Your Highness.”

“No, it is better if we all face what awaits us, even if it’s a trap,” Simon replied. He had no wish to see Leonard perish and bring back the dark news to his sister like he did two reigns ago. “But let’s be ready to fight on a moment’s notice, just in case. Buff up.”

“Allow me, Your Highness,” Belzemine said as her Class outfit changed from the Pyromancer’s clothes to a heavy white mantle with a fur cloak and beret. A wooden staff materialized in her hand, which she immediately pointed at Simon. “Aegis.”

Simon immediately sensed her magic flow into him. Two intertwined barriers, one shielding him from physical attacks and the other from magical ones, briefly flashed into existence before becoming invisible. His senses sharpened as if the world itself slowed down around him. He felt refreshed, and a golden halo began to float above his head.


Hasten, Rampart, Barrier, Regen, and Aureole status applied for ten minutes. 

Hasten: Your AGI is doubled.

Rampart: Physical damage taken is halved.

Barrier: Magical damage taken is halved. 

Regen: Your wounds shall passively heal on their own. 

Aureole: Your halo will absorb one Instadeath attempt and grant you a burst of healing when in critical health.



Right, Belzemine was a level 78 Healer. She was actually a much better supporter than an offensive spellcaster, which was saying something. None of the monsters they faced had been strong enough to warrant such a powerful buff, and Frea had kept her busy the one time it could have made a difference against Alphonse’s party.

“Aegis… it is a Tier 8 Prayer, correct?” Duchar guessed. “A most potent spell. Some say it is the best buff in the world.”

Tier 8? Simon thought. His Overlord Class seemed to unlock a new spellcasting Tier every ten levels, which would mean he would only cast Tier 8 spells after reaching level 80. Since Belzemine could do it at level 78, this suggested spellcasting-focused Classes advanced in those faster than an all-rounder like the Overlord did.

“Beware not to expend too much mana,” Simon warned Belzemine. Such a spell, while exceptionally powerful, had to cost a lot of energy. “We only have so many manaliths.”

“Your Highness need not fear for me,” Belzemine insisted. “I have learned to harvest miasma during my time in Castle Frightwall as if it were mana. This place regenerates my reserves quicker than I can expend them casting spells.”

Which was probably one of the scariest sentences in the world one could hear when confronting a centuries-old archmage. No wonder the empire never attempted to conquer Illusea if all elves enjoyed such benefits on their home turf.

Belzemine cast her spell on everyone while Simon cast Energumen and Dark Saber. Only Duchar didn’t cast anything in preparation, unlike all the spellcasters present.

“I confess my Warlock Class lends itself more to lowering enemy statistics than bolstering my own,” he admitted, “But I assure you, Your Highness, anyone mad enough to attack us will most certainly regret it.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Simon replied as the group walked into the Fairy Ring.

The stones glowed and caused the group to teleport into a wide, dusty marble hall adorned with half-smashed murals of trees, elven mages, and groups worshiping a fair lady. A ring of menhirs similar to the one that brought them here surrounded them, and thick miasma oozed from windows to the left of the room. Only Belzemine’s lantern spell and the group’s halos provided some measure of light, showing a great staircase ahead of them and a half-collapsed archway at their back.

No enemy awaited them here. In fact, the place seemed almost entirely deserted.

“A fierce battle happened here,” Leonard noted as he observed the room, checking every inch of it for traps of any sort. “Some of the damage was done with blunt weapons, and I see patches of dried blood on the stones.”

“I sense at least four wraiths nearby,” Duchar added. “Many souls must have died quite violently to spawn so many.”

“You mean ghosts?” Simon asked.

“Wraiths, Your Highness,” Duchar insisted. “While ghosts retain enough of their mortal life that they may pass on if allowed to settle the unfinished business that anchors them to this world, wraiths have been entirely consumed by their suffering and hatred for the living. They are malevolent dark spirits of pain that arise from the most tortured of souls.”

“I see…” Simon glanced through the open windows. A view of an ancient city cloaked in miasmic fog stretched ahead of them, the mist so thick he could hardly distinguish its shapes. The building they were in had been raised on a hill-sized root of the local manatree and rose at least three levels high. “How do we deal with them?”

“I can bind the wraiths with a spell, if they do not grovel at the sight of Your Highness,” Duchar replied calmly.

His utter lack of concern bolstered Simon’s confidence. However, he soon spotted Belzemine staring at the broken murals with a haunted, unblinking look on her face. All the color had left her skin.

“Agnes?” Simon asked in concern, and received no answer. “Belzemine?”

“I told him,” she whispered so low Simon could hardly hear her, staring at the ground with guilt and sorrow. “It was my fault. I told him. I told him.”

“Your fault?” A shiver ran down Simon’s spine. “What did you tell whom?”

“I had to, master,” she replied while holding her head, clearly in a fugue state of some sort. “I had to. I… I had to…”

“Belzemine–”

“You have come, my soulmate.” The Muse’s voice echoed in Simon’s head, louder and sharper, more eager. “Take the stairs to my altar, and we shall become one.” 

“Yes, yes, I’m coming!” Lorimor replied as he broke formation and ran up the stairs at supernatural speed, an obsessive smile on his face.

“Wait, you fool!” Simon called out to him, but the Scholar had already run up the steps. He hesitated to execute Lorimor with the brands in case he still had more information they could use, so kept his composure and decided to try to salvage things first. “After him!”

His order jolted Belzemine out of her trance, and the group quickly moved up the stairs in an organized fashion with Simon and Leonard at the vanguard and the spellcasters at the back. Their steps echoed out as they rose up a spiraling staircase. Their superior speed let them catch up to the slower Lorimor near the summit, but they froze anyway.

A ghastly horror awaited them at the top of the stairway.

The stairs had led them to a grand domed chamber at the top of the building, with two balconies on the side flanking a wall carved into the manatree itself. A horrifying, petrified crone melded into the blackened bark glared at them, her face a hideous visage with sharpened fangs, bull horns, and knots of moldering hair. Her eyes burned with a malevolent glow, though not half as much as the orange miasma crystal incrusted into her gnarly chest like a tumor growing out of stony flesh.

“You have done well to bring me my soulmate, my dear Lorimor,” the creature whispered with giddy joy, the cultist shuddering with every word. “A reward you will earn once I take my new flesh.”

The orange crystal encrusted in her bark-stone glowed brightly with the symbol of the Minotaur, and Simon instantly knew it was made for him.

He could tell the way a child instinctually recognized their parent, or a soldier answered the call of duty. He was born under this sign, bathed in its astral light, and was chosen by it. The will inside was the other half of his soul calling home, telling him to drag it out of this unworthy vessel, to welcome the power into his heart and be reborn with horns that could shatter mountains and skin that no sword could pierce. It invited him to seize his destiny, to crush Thalas, Silk, Alphonse, Louis, Vouivre, and all those who would stand in his way. All would yield to the power of the Minotaur…


Charm negated by Indomitable Crown.



But the Overlord did not share.

A pulse of darkness erupted from Simon’s body, jolting him back to reality and breaking the crystal’s hold over him. The Minotaur’s crystal dimmed, and the Stone Muse shrieked from inside her petrified prison.

“Lorimor, betrayer! This soul is too dark a vessel for me to shed this old and rotten form!” she shrieked through telepathy. “You have failed to bring me a fitting abode!”

“Wait, my love, I swear I shall satisfy you!” Lorimor pleaded on his knees. “I only need time to bring you my son, my own flesh and blood, for you alone!”

“Liar!” 

Shadows deepened, and dark figures floated out of the floor, ghoulish ghosts of pure miasma with skulls for faces, hungering for life. Simon heard a thump on both balconies, his head snapping to see four winged, stony, gargoyle-like demons land there with fearsome claws and fiery eyes. Belzemine, Duchar, and Leonard raised their hands and weapons to fight them while Lorimor begged on his knees.

“Tear this liar apart!” the Stone Muse ordered. “Tear him to pieces!”

The wraiths shrieked, and the gargoyles stepped forward with murder on their mind, but Simon acted first.

“Enough!” Simon shouted. “Kneel! Kneel before the Lord of Dark!”

His Fiendmask shattered, revealing the dark armor of the Overlord for all to see. Waves of darkness erupted from him, chilling the air and stopping all these fools dead in their tracks by striking them with their darkest fears. The ghosts wavered, the gargoyle fiends winced, and the Stone Muse became speechless.


Dreadful Aura filled the weak with Terror. 



“I said…” Simon took a deep breath, inhaling miasma and then uttering words that shook the stone. “Kneel!”

And they knelt.

Lorimor was the first to grovel, his fear of his new master greater than that of his old one. The wraiths meekly cowered, while the gargoyles bent the knee. Even the Stone Muse, in her petrified state, could do no more than fall silent as her minions deserted her.

In an Overlord’s presence, even a witch-queen was no greater than a serf.


Level 29 Overlord Perk: Devour Crestone II (Active): You may consume a Crestone to absorb a Perk you have unlocked with its associated Class. The Devour Crestone II Perk then permanently turns into the newly absorbed Perk. 



The rush of experience and leveling up only bolstered Simon's confidence. “This man, however meager, is my property by the brands he bears,” he declared boldly. “He is mine; this forest is mine, as is all I see. Serve me or be destroyed! That is your only choice!”

The forest’s denizens lowered their heads in obedience, and the Stone Muse herself didn’t deny his claim. She had the strength to resist his Perk-powered charisma, but what good did it do her when her servants now bowed to a higher authority?

Then something strange happened to her. The Minotaur crystal receded into her stony flesh, sinking into her bark until only the tip remained, its light dulled.

“Lord… oh Lord of Dark, Serpent-Bearer, is that you?” the Stone Muse asked, her fury replaced with submissive joy and hope. Her voice had become sweeter, less demonic. “You have returned to me?”

“You mistake me for another,” Simon replied, while being careful not to show any humility, lest he appear weak. “For though I am indeed Mardok’s heir, I shall eclipse him like the sun does with the stars.”

“Yes… you inherited his throne, and a grandiose destiny awaits you!” The Stone Muse’s words brimmed with the same madness she had infected Lorimor with. “Upon me the Serpent-Bearer bestowed this beautiful jewel, so that I may see the beauty of the Dark which I had once frowned down upon!” 

Simon scowled behind his helmet as he gazed upon the Minotaur crystal, melded with her stone and bark. It was barely visible now, yet it didn’t take him long to realize the horror of what Mardok Endymion had done.

The First Overlord had forced a demon’s possession upon a dryad, cruelly transforming the purest of beings into a foul monster and driving her insane.

The crystal’s control doesn’t seem absolute, Simon thought. He could tell from the way it had receded back into its host and how the Muse’s voice had changed after he intimidated her into compliance. Does it wax and wane? 

“A deal I offer,” the Stone Muse said with enthusiasm. “Restore my faith and break this shield of stone that binds me prisoner, and your faithful consort I shall be!”

“A consort?” Simon asked, trying to hide his unease. 

“Knowledge precious, spells most potent, and wealth of ages I offer in turn! Together, we shall rule this land as king and queen of shadows joined in unholy communion!”

The crystal has driven her mad. Nonetheless, Simon wasn’t sure what to make of her. Although his last encounter with a dryad hadn’t been on the best of terms, he pitied this creature. Can she be cured? Can the Minotaur Fiend be removed without letting it move on to another host or kill its current one? 

He glanced at Duchar, who stroked his beard as he assessed the Stone Muse. While his allies only awaited Simon’s order to strike, the warlock could hardly contain his curiosity.

They needed time to study this abomination.

“I shall consider your offer,” Simon decided, stomping the ground with his morningstar. “Until then, this fief is mine.”

  

    
        Chapter 47: The Stone Muse (7)

    
    
    
    
  After securing the so-called ‘Halls of the Minotaur’—the Ruined Shrine of the Stone Muse would have been a more appropriate moniker—Simon had Belzemine and Duchar study both their host and her seal while Leonard went to scout out the building. 

As he feared, the Minotaur Fiend could not be removed from its host without providing it with a new one. The two were simply too intertwined, something that fascinated Duchar. 

Simon himself decided against trying to personally extract the crystal. He was pretty sure that his Indomitable Crown Perk and the Overlord’s power would protect him from possession… but he couldn’t be certain until he tried, and the potential consequences could be disastrous. 

Moreover, while he had hope of resisting a possession attempt, he knew that Lorimor’s son or Cassandra would not be so lucky. He had to ensure nobody with a Minotaur birth sign came anywhere near  the shrine. 

Simon doubted Whispermire would survive the night should the Zodiac Fiend escape. 

“Magnificent,” Duchar commented, his voice brimming with almost childlike fascination. By contrast, Belzemine’s haunted look wouldn’t leave her face. “I have never seen a miasma crystal of this purity, nor one possessing a dryad… the archdemon inside must be powerful indeed, even though the merger appears incomplete.”

“What have you found?” Simon inquired before the necromancer could lose himself in his research.

“Lady Firewand and I have confirmed that the seal binding the dryad is of elvish origin,” Duchar explained once they had finished casting analysis spells on the Stone Muse. “Expertly crafted, too. Truly a work of art. It does not inflict the Petrification Ailment, but instead encases the target in a near-indestructible prison of stone in which they spend eternity in stasis.”

“I assume the ‘near’ part is the most important detail,” Simon guessed, having already escaped a similar situation. He had the sneaking suspicion that the seal placed on the Stone Muse was the exact same spell Frea’s allies cast on him in his previous reign. 

“A ritual I know, to escape this prison!” the Stone Muse eagerly replied through telepathy. “A follower who has failed me; a priest who does not believe me; a descendant of an enemy; a believer willingly martyred. All slain on my altar on each turn of the season.”

“Sacrifices?” Simon suppressed a shudder so as not to appear weak. “Will their blood alone not suffice?”

“Die they must, so their lives may shatter these granite shackles!” She seemed to sense his reluctance and tried to sweeten the deal. “Reward you I shall for each of them, my love. Many secrets and forbidden truths I can teach you, and great wealth to unveil! All a taste of the bliss I offer once we are wed!”

“And then?” Simon asked out loud. “If I free you and take you as my consort, what shall you do?”

“By your side, I shall rule this forest and beyond!” He could almost taste her mad glee. “Once all sung my praise and clamored for my glory, bestowing gifts upon those I favored! Forgotten I have been, and remembered I shall be! The goddess of these woods I am, now and forever, a queen most worthy of the Lord of Dark!”

In short, she would become a bane on the region and likely the rest of the world. Hardly an appealing proposition. 

Nonetheless, he relayed the information to his spellcasters in case they could glean something from it. 

“Oh, I know this ritual,” Duchar said. Of course he knew how to unseal an ancient evil. “Grimoires call it the Seasonal Key. The sacrifices must be provided on the equinoxes and solstices, with the targeted seal shattering on the fourth and final one. Any missed victim resets the ritual.”

The Vernal Equinox was a little less than three months away if he recalled, so completing all four sacrifices would take an entire year. As if the whole human sacrifice part wasn’t already a big repellent on its own. 

“What spellcasting Tier is this Seasonal Key?” Simon inquired. For all he knew, none of them could even cast the damn thing. 

“It would be the equivalent of a Tier IX spell, but that hardly matters here,” Duchar replied.

“Rituals are spells that do not require Tiers or Classes to cast because the power is in the act itself rather than its participants, Your Majesty,” Belzemine explained, her voice quieter than usual. Seeing the Muse’s horrific state had rattled the elf to her core. “Anybody can use them so long as they understand the procedure.”

“Why doesn’t everyone use them then?” Simon asked, sensing a catch. 

“Because rituals are highly complex and require extensive preparation, special circumstances, or rare ingredients,” Duchar replied. “Your Majesty can strengthen themselves with a word and a pulse of mana, but a ritual allowing you to do the same would probably require something like slaughtering an auroch and bathing in its fresh blood. Not very practical, I'm sure you'll agree.”

Simon didn’t like that. If the Stone Muse only needed four sacrifices on specific days rather than a dedicated spellcaster, then all she had to do was contact some fool like Lorimor to act on her behalf. Her orders could already reach beyond the Darkwood. 

Simon glanced at the Scholar, who was currently too busy praying to the Stone Muse for forgiveness—which she wouldn’t give—to do anything productive. It might have been a blessing in disguise that he and the other would-be cultists had been too focused on the comparatively easier task of finding a compatible host for the Minotaur Fiend rather than abducting and murdering people to break the seal.  

How long until the Muse found someone willing to try the other approach? Simon had the suspicion the answer would be ‘not long’ with the Cobweb in town.

“Stone Muse, do you hear me?” Simon telepathically asked both Belzemine and Duchar. The two spellcasters frowned, but the Stone Muse failed to answer or react. “She cannot hear us through the brands.” 

“Fascinating… this would suggest the brands create a direct connection between our souls rather than simply carry telepathic messages,” Duchar mused. “I assume Your Majesty wishes to discuss things you do not want our prisoner to overhear?”

“Yes.” Though the brands did not allow Belzemine and Duchar to communicate with each other, only with their Overlord master, Simon still asked them the same question. “Can she be cured?”

“I… I am not sure,” Belzemine admitted with a grim look. “She is… twisted, even without the crystal. Death might be mercy. What was done to her… was awful.”

“If by ‘curing’ Your Majesty means turning this unique and wonderful creature back into a common and uninteresting dryad, then this cannot be done without removing the fiend possessing her,” Duchar replied with a rare display of annoyance. “Which would require either finding the demon a new host or breaking the seal. Even then, I am not sure if the former method would even work, considering how intertwined they have become, unless we test it first. Perhaps if we attempted the fusion in a controlled environment–”

“No,” Simon decided immediately. No way he would take that risk. “The dryad seems to be under the delusion that she will possess the new host too.”

“She is mad,” Belzemine replied with deep sorrow. “Only the demon will escape. The scission… the scission might even kill her.”

“She is probably mistaken, but again, this is a unique situation that warrants further investigation,” Duchar replied. He didn’t bother hiding his immense curiosity for the unique creature. “I would suggest Your Majesty should go along with the ritual option for the reward it offers.”

Simon raised an eyebrow behind his helmet. “Surely you do not believe a mad dryad will keep her word?”

“Not at all. Your Majesty will understand that wise wizards do not design rituals to break nefarious demonic entities free for the sake of arcane solidarity. This kind of magic also creates a contract between the fiend and its liberators. Freedom against service.”

Simon’s eyes widened with interest. “What kind of service?”

“In this particular ritual’s case, the freed entity will be magically compelled to fulfill a single wish for whoever completed the ritual to the best of its ability.” 

“For whoever completes the ritual?” Simon could immediately see the catch. “So one could complete the first three sacrifices and be robbed by whoever completes the fourth?”

“Your Majesty is perceptive. Yes indeed, only the person who completes the fourth sacrifice may command the beast. Moreover, the fiend will be bound to the wording of the wish, so they are free to interpret it. I would suggest His Majesty ask a talented lawyer to review their wish before they utter it.”

“But she won’t be able to disobey?”

“No. The ritual will permanently banish the fiend back to the Abyss if they refuse or fail to complete the task.” 

Now that changed everything. If the Minotaur Fiend was bound to fulfill any command, then Simon could use the ritual to order it to leave this plane of existence and never return, or force it to do good for the rest of its immortal life. This would remove it as a threat to the world.

All for the price of four sacrifices. 

Quite the dangerous way of thinking.

“The other reason why I suggest Your Majesty goes along is that the dryad doesn’t actually need our help,” Duchar added. “The seal is already fraying on its own. Lady Firewand will likely confirm it.”

Simon took a long, deep breath. He had feared as much from the fact she could contact others from a distance—something which had been impossible for him in his previously sealed state in the past reign.

“Why is the seal failing?” Simon asked both his spellcasters at once.

“I cannot say,” Belzemine admitted. “These seals are supposed to last forever, yet I fear this one may not last years.”

“Maybe it is a lack of maintenance or the miasma crystal slowly eroding the bindings,” Duchar replied evasively. “Certainly, our assistance will hasten the process, but its outcome has already been decided. Should we not profit from it while we can?”

Simon sensed the Stone Muse brush against his mind before he could answer. “Why are you all standing in place without a word?” 

“I was mentally asking my advisors whether they felt you were worth the hassle,” Simon replied bluntly. Lorimor already knew about the brand’s telepathic abilities, so it was only a matter of time before she found out anyway. “You promise much, but remain vague.”

His response rattled her, her eyes gleaming red for a second. “How about a secret I already bestowed upon a fool? How to craft a Crestone true, born of the renegade Librarian?” 

“Renegade?” Simon asked. What an odd choice of words. 

“Your interest I have piqued, and your question I shall answer upon our engagement, sealed with blood. I shall say naught more until then.”

Alright, she indeed had precious knowledge to impart… but would it be worth the cost? Simon knew intellectually that nothing he did in this reign would carry consequences since time would rewind ninety more times anyway, but the idea of sacrificing people to a possessed dryad and unleashing her upon the world was too much. The people around him were real, with thoughts, feelings, and lives. The fact that he could go back in time to change history wouldn’t diminish their suffering. 

But then again, Duchar has a point, she will break out on her own, Simon thought. He couldn’t exactly walk away from this, and that was without considering the worst case scenario where some cultist managed to successfully bring her a compatible host. She might also manage to contact the likes of Silk, who wouldn’t blink twice at dealing with a demon for power. We won’t actually have to kill anyone until the Vernal Equinox, so we can at least string her along until then, study the seal or figure out how to cure her. I could also contact Lauriane.

Time was on his side, now and until his final reign. 

Leonard soon returned from his patrol with a newly sketched map of the building. “These halls cover four floors, this sanctum included, and lead into caverns dug into the manatree’s roots and then a swamp,” he explained. “I’ve spotted frogmen and other aberrations lurking there, but nothing too worrisome. The place is easy to defend, and most facilities could be quickly restored with a dedicated workforce.”

“A workforce the native monsters could provide, once sufficiently motivated,” Simon guessed. If the Stone Muse’s closest servants couldn’t resist Unquestionable Ruler or Dreadful Aura, then no creature in this swamp could deny him. He could easily turn these halls into a new base if needed. 

For now, he decided on stringing the Stone Muse along until they learned more. It would take time for his spellcasters to both investigate the seal and fully weigh all the potential outcomes of either allying with her or putting her down. 

Not to mention that he had other deadlines to consider. 



Simon and his group left the Halls of the Minotaur with two concessions from the Muse: first of all, her sworn promise to stop harassing Odette Kano and her son; and second, the identity of her cultists in Whispermire.

Well, ‘cultists’ might have been too strong a word. While old families in the village continued to practice some folk traditions that dated back to the Stone Muse’s reign, most had largely forgotten about her until she mysteriously gained the ability to communicate with others a few months back. She had only recently begun to influence two dozen people across town by contacting them in their dreams. One of them, a retired farmer called Grius, had been the source of the blood graffiti and dead animals incidents after growing obsessed with his new patron’s voice. 

All in all, Odette Kano had only been half-right; there was no organized cult in Whispermire, but there would soon be one as the Stone Muse continued to recruit more thralls. 

The first thing Simon did after returning was to organize a private meeting with the mayor in her office. She seemed outright disappointed to learn that Lorimor had survived the trip, although the madman spent the day muttering to himself about how he had ‘disappointed’ his mistress in a fugue state. 

“A dryad?” Odette Kano scowled when Simon told her the news. “Now that is a surprise. I thought the manatree’s dryad was dead and that this Muse was a demon.”

“You were wrong,” Simon lied. He had wisely kept the truth of the Minotaur crystal hidden and only revealed that the Stone Muse was a corrupted dryad to ensure nobody would try something foolish. “While she is still set on rebuilding her cult, I have extracted her promise not to bother your son again.”

Odette scoffed. “And you believe her?”

“I can be persuasive.”  

Odette studied him for a moment, a suspicious frown forming on her face. “Destroying this Muse, if it’s even possible, would destroy the Darkwood and ruin Whispermire’s livelihood,” she said, “but allowing her to recruit more people like my ex-husband will bring too much negative attention. I will have everyone involved in her faith arrested before the rot spreads.”

“No, you will not,” Simon replied, crossing his legs. “The more visible incidents will end, but you will close your eyes on the Muse’s followers. Maybe even use your influence to help cover up some things that might bother the Church of Light.”

Odette scowled. “And why would I do that?”

“Because otherwise Endymion will learn of your illegal activities, from your association with the Cobweb to your attempts to create illegal Crestones.”

Meredith confirmed that Silk had only stayed a few hours in Whispermire and proved incredibly difficult to track down since she seemed to disappear at will. However, Odette Kano had immediately followed up their meeting by meeting with some of her staff, whom Meredith secretly followed to a mound a half a day’s ride from the town, on the other side of the Darkwood. She couldn’t approach it too closely for fear of being noticed, but the intel she brought back had been enough for Simon to guess what was happening. 

“Illegal?” Odette Kano feigned outrage and ignorance. “Everything I do here is tightly regulated. You only need to check my registers, and I will be happy to cooperate with any investigation.”

Simon didn’t believe her. “You see, something has been bothering me. Creating a Crestone does not require just any mana crystal lying around. It needs to be of sufficient purity to support the magical scripts inscribed on its surface. A bookmaker like Lorimor could never have obtained one on his own.”

“I told investigators that he defrauded my suppliers.”

“I struggle to believe someone as meticulous as you would fail to notice,” Simon replied. “I think you knew he was trying to create a Crestone, and while you may not have actively helped him to keep your hands clean, you did close your eyes because you hoped to profit from that knowledge… until he threatened your son, of course.”

To her credit, Odette Kano had nerves of steel and didn’t budge. “That is ridiculous.” 

“Truly? Well, I think you have an unregistered manalith mine somewhere in the region, whose contents you sell off to the Cobweb for a price.” Which neatly explained how the organization supplied Simon in the previous reign. “Mana crystals can fetch a good price on the black market, but Vassal Crestones? Now those would be worth a fortune.”

Although Odette Kano kept a stony face, her grim silence was an answer in itself. 

“I can read your thoughts.” Simon slouched in the chair. There was nothing more intimidating than casual, dismissive confidence in the face of threats. “You are considering informing your spider friends and asking them to make me disappear. They will fail, and it will cost you. We are House Magnos. The Cobweb can ruin businesses and intimidate dukes, but we bring kingdoms to ruin and paladins to heel. You will not survive the night if you make an enemy of me, and you know that.”

“What do you want?” she asked warily. “How much do you want?”

“Please, you think we need money? The only commodity my family trades in is servitude.” Simon joined his hands and held her gaze. “You’re going to do everything I say, anytime I want… and you will start by telling me what the Cobweb wants with you.”

Odette Kano observed him for a moment before yielding. “Everything,” she confessed. “They are one of my main buyers, especially of elven antiques that adventurers find in the Darkwood. They pay more than the state for these artifacts.”

Of course they would. They likely resold them for much higher prices in Valne or Lore. “How long have you been working with them?”

“Since before the empire conquered Magvolia. The chaos that followed the change in government made it easier for me to hide our activities.” She rested her chin on her clenched fist. “Although I do have a secret mine, I assure you I have no ongoing illegal Crestone creation operation. My husband wouldn’t share his knowledge, and I learned my lesson after the kidnapping attempt.”

“I see.” Between Lorimor’s knowledge and this secret mine, Simon had a way to create bootleg Vassal Crestones even should he break things off with his family. He had the feeling this would serve him well in the future. “Very well. You may continue as you have always have, for now.”

“For now?” Odette glared at him. “And then?”

“And then we shall see, I haven’t decided yet.” Simon grinned at her. “Come on, Madame Kano, smile a little. We’re friends now… whether you like it or not.”

  

    
        Chapter 48: The Stone Muse (8)

    
    
    
    
  Today was the deadline.

Simon had spent the last week following his meeting with Kano and the Stone Muse focusing on his crafting while his spellcasters and other allies completed their own tasks. Duchar continued to study the seal, while Belzemine completed the astral calculations to guess the upcoming comet’s trajectory.

Lorimor had become more or less useless since their return, with him spending his time alternating between flagellating himself and praying to his muse for forgiveness that she refused to grant, likely because she intended to keep him as a sacrifice for her ritual. Simon had hoped time and productive work would have improved his disposition, but the man would rather wallow in self-pity.

Meanwhile, Meredith and Leonard had been sent back to Telluria to keep an eye on a certain Elaine Malphas and Louis. They reported that the crown-prince had crushed the Redhand tribe thanks to intel provided by Shabram, and though Vouivre herself had managed to elude him, Louis and Dassein had utterly crushed the troops she had intended to use to besiege Beleth with. The dragon’s decision to flee rather than confront Simon’s half-brothers had proved a crippling blow to her burgeoning campaign to subjugate the beastmen. Many tribes hostile to her apparently supported the princes in their hunt.

In short, Vouivre’s ambitions had come to an abrupt end, and her days were numbered. That, at least, was good news.

Elaine had apparently asked a lot of questions about Simon’s whereabouts, much like Anna was also doing. Simon had ordered his retainers to stonewall their questions and cooperate with Shabram’s agents to arrest Elaine today, just in case.

All I have to do is wait and pray for their success, Simon thought as he focused on his current crafting lesson. I should receive a report sometime soon. 

As it turned out, Devil Forgemaster’s ability to craft miasma-powered accessories covered a much larger range than just rings and other jewellery. Cassandra, whose Witch Class granted her access to crafting Perks similar to his own, helped him redefine just how broad that category was. Armlets and bracers, amulets, belts, boots, gloves, scarves, cloaks, earrings, even masks and small dolls counted as accessories as far as the Overlord Class was concerned.

“Fetishes are charms specifically bound to a unique owner or target, depending on whether they are meant to hinder or help,” Cassandra explained as she showed Simon a small cloth poppet. Odette Kano had ‘kindly’ lent them a workshop in the Midnight Market where they could practice their craft without oversight. “Unlike most accessories, they require material like dirt, hair, bones, or clothes… and so many of them degrade in weeks.”

“A cursed object that destroys itself once it has served its purpose and leaves behind little evidence… I can see why witches are so feared,” Simon mused.

“It wasn’t always this way,” Cassandra replied calmly. “The Witch is a Vassal of the Necromancer Noble Class, which evolved with the times as people began to perceive it differently. Necromancy originally started out as the art of consulting ancestral spirits for guidance, divination, or psychometry. The use of miasma to create undead or fuel diabolism curses came much after the Class’ creation.”

“So, Classes can change over time?”

“If the archetype they derive their power from does, yes. Our ancestors perceived necromancers as gravekeepers and keepers of forbidden knowledge. Their image as graverobbers raising the dead came much later.”

“I wonder if the same could be done with the Overlord,” Simon mused. Somehow, he had his doubts.

Cassandra smiled demurely. “Such changes take place over centuries, but perhaps Your Majesty’s actions can influence how people will see your Class in time.”

Which made Simon ponder if he shared the same Perks as his predecessors. Mardok’s rule was characterized by savage brutality, chaotic atrocities, and demonic power. Gargauth and Balzam Magnos had both been more focused on the acquisition of wealth and conquest respectively rather than genocide and mass destruction, so that could have influenced how the Overlord Class expressed itself in modern times.

“Unfortunately, crafting most fetishes requires the Tier III spell Cursebound, which is currently beyond Your Majesty’s grasp,” Cassandra warned him.

“I should unlock it soon if my Miasmic Archmage Perk continues to upgrade every ten levels,” Simon replied. “Are there differences in effects between accessories?”

“Some do lend themselves more to specific types of magic,” Cassandra confirmed. “Masks are very good for conjuration or shapeshifting, since they can channel the persona of the face they emulate. Gauntlets and gloves synergize best with martial-focused abilities, boots and shoes favor mobility, and so on. It does not prevent the crafter from imbuing them with other effects, but each object has its affinities.”

“I see.” All in all, Simon had only begun to scratch the surface of the field of study. “You know more about crafting than I would have thought, Cassandra.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a hint of appreciation. “I was the one providing for our family by selling magical items and potions in Telluria, so that my father could focus on his research. Many mistook me for an apothecary, which pleased me.”

“Would you rather be seen as a necromancer?”

To Simon’s surprise, Cassandra actually shook her head. “I do not consider myself a necromancer, but a healer or doctor. Death is simply a disease we have yet to find a perfect cure for.”

“I’m not sure everyone would prefer being transformed into a rotting zombie over dying and reincarnating.” Though then again, Simon knew better than most that death was a dreadful and terrible thing, even when it ended up leading to a new life. He did not relish it in the slightest.

“Perhaps… but there are so many taken before their time, to their grief and that of their families. I would like for everyone to have the choice when to depart rather than see it forced upon them.” Cassandra held his gaze. “Surely Your Majesty has lost people they would rather have kept at their side.”

Simon scowled, suddenly uncomfortable. “What makes you think that?”

“Your Majesty’s expression when you returned from the academy in Telluria,” Cassandra replied. “It was grief.”

Simon sank in his seat. He didn’t think she would pay attention to such things. Cassandra always struck him as oblivious, but she seemed to be rather observant.

“I have a friend who has lost her memory after an incident, in a way that no healing magic I know of can solve,” Simon admitted. It was technically true, and since no phantom hands strangled him, he took it as a good sign. “She is alive and breathing, but still dead to me somehow, if that makes sense.”

Cassandra listened patiently. “It is not the person Your Majesty grieves for, but their shared memories?”

“I suppose so. She is fine otherwise, but… she’s not the same person I knew anymore. I’m mourning someone who is still alive.” Simon scoffed. “You must find it ridiculous.”

“No, not at all,” she replied kindly. “I believe it is the perspective of leaving things unfinished that people fear more than death. Grief is the absence of closure.”

“An interesting approach.” And not too far from the truth. “You think it’s the lack of closure that weighs down on me?”

Cassandra nodded sharply. “I have met many ghosts in my short life. All remain because they have unfinished business, a weight that prevents them from passing on. It is only when they solve it or make peace with it that they can pass on peacefully. Regret is the soil in which grief grows.”

Simon couldn’t help but recall Eleanor’s ghost, haunting Castle Carcass until she was laid to rest and her murder’s mystery solved. “So you are saying I should accept that the person I knew is gone?”

“Or fulfill the dreams you shared with them before they forgot. The burden of grief will grow lighter once His Majesty does so.”

Simon pondered her words. He did have regrets when it came to past reigns: not visiting the Sanctuary in the sky with Eole, not helping Belzemine heal, and not living long enough to wed Anna and raise a family with her. He had spent all of his past ten lives starting things that ended halfway through and gave him an aching sense of incompletion, and he still had ninety more to go.

Simon needed to process this reality, or it would destroy him.

Louis was right; he wouldn’t be able to continue on forever with so many ghosts weighing down on him. Maybe he could exorcize them like he did Eleanor: by completing their unfinished business, whether in this reign or the next.

Then maybe he could make peace with these memories.

“Thank you for your wisdom, Cassandra,” Simon said sincerely. “You’ve given me much to think about.”

“Your Majesty is welcome.” She put a finger on her chin. “Is this how living friends behave?”

“I like to think we are becoming friends, yes.” Simon had mistaken Cassandra for a spooky freak like her father, but she had turned out to be rather wise for her age and more caring than she let on. He was growing fond of her in spite of her… undead-related eccentricities.

Simon heard a knock on the workshop door. “Come in,” he said, with Belzemine and Duchar soon walking inside the room.

“Your Majesty,” Duchar said, the old wizard’s eyes traveling from his daughter to Simon. The Overlord couldn’t tell whether Duchar resented or approved of the two spending time together. “I have finished analyzing the seal, and I think I have identified its key flaw.”

“And I have completed Lorimor’s calculations, since he has yet to recover from his breakdown,” Belzemine said as she presented him with a pile of papers. “Is Your Majesty certain this comet will end its journey with the Serpent-Bearer and the Scorpion beforehand?”

“I’m not sure, but I trust the source I learned it from.” Simon didn’t see why someone as powerful and confident as Elios Magnos would lie about something like this.

“Then if the Serpent-Bearer concludes the cycle, it will logically begin with the Archer constellation.” Belzemine showed him a calendar noting the days when the comet would align with the zodiac. “According to our calculations, the comet will cross it on the 27th of Frimaire 404 After Doom, travel across the sky during the next twelve months, and leave on the 26th of Frimaire 405.”

“This month is Nivose 403, so… that leaves us eleven months,” Simon counted. They had a little less than a year before the Zodiac Parade began. And it would start right after the Winter Solstice, the day on which the fourth and final Seasonal Key sacrifice would be due… “From what I read, the comet will cross the Minotaur constellation from the 24th of Floreal 404 to the 3rd of Messidor 404, sixth in the order.”

“I thought the Minotaur sign only covered the month of Floreal?” Cassandra asked.

“According to modern astrology, which does not include the Serpent-Bearer so as to align twelve signs with twelve months,” Simon replied. The difference hardly mattered since the crystal called out to Cassandra anyway, which suggested that the symbolism mattered more than factuality when it came to sorcery. “The comet is going to follow a slightly different trajectory.”

“I see,” Cassandra muttered back. “Your Majesty believes the Muse will escape during the period when that comet meets the Minotaur?”

Simon nodded. He himself had broken out of the elves’ seal when the comet passed the Serpent-Bearer’s constellation, which seemed to be tied to Mardok and the Overlord’s power. It wouldn’t surprise him if something similar happened with the Minotaur.

“I can’t confirm it yet, but I strongly suspect it,” he said.

“This would align with my own findings,” Duchar said. “I have compared samples from our previous excursion into the forest alongside stored monster carcasses from earlier months and noticed a tiny, if noticeable, increase in miasma potency over time.”

Simon feared he would say that. “The seal isn’t getting weaker,” he guessed, “it’s the demon who grows stronger over time.”

“Yes, it would seem that Minotaur Fiend’s power is tied to the comet somehow,” Duchar concluded. “The closer it gets, the more potent the demon’s miasma.”

Belzemine’s scowl deepened with grief and horror. “Would it cause the Darkwood to expand?”

“Certainly not so long as the seal holds,” Duchar reassured them. “However, the concentration of miasma will slowly strengthen monsters in the area. If I had to make an estimation, it would be the equivalent of the average level of the Darkwood’s inhabitants increasing by one or two each month. More dangerous entities will begin to manifest as the miasma becomes thick enough to support their existence.”

A process that would likely continue until the Minotaur’s power reached its apex once the comet entered its associated constellation. And if all the Zodiac Fiends followed the same pattern… then it didn’t surprise Simon that they managed to throw the western continent into chaos in his previous reign.

The silver lining was that the more powerful a monster was, the more ambient energy it required to sustain itself. A Dungeon’s inhabitants would quickly weaken like Belzemine did when leaving its confines, and the Darkwood’s inhabitants should be no exception. They might threaten Whispermire, but would remain confined to the area… at least until the Muse and the Minotaur Fiend escaped.

Which begged the question, what was Simon going to do with this information?

So far, he didn’t really have a coherent plan when it came to his reigns besides gathering information, staying alive, and growing strong enough to keep surviving. He would have once counted leaving his family’s orbit and enjoying a peaceful life a victory.

The discovery that powerful archfiends would rise to threaten the world in less than a year’s time had thoroughly killed that plan. Neutralizing all miasma crystals in a year’s time seemed almost impossible, especially since he still didn’t know the location of all the demonbarrows.

A second Doom would strike the world in his lifetime.

Could he stop the civil war and ensure Endymion remained united to face the threat? Probably not until he had grown strong enough to fend off assassins or assert himself to the various imperial factions. Until he could match blows with his siblings, the best Simon could hope for was to delay the inevitable or ensure parts of the empire survived its collapse. He could try to join one of the parties to ensure they won the conflict with minimum bloodshed, or follow Lord Paimon’s plan and ride out the conflict in the Berwick Islands to ensure he had at least fresh troops to call upon.

Alternatively, he could focus on completing his father’s quest to locate the demonbarrows and neutralize them, whether by binding the Zodiac Fiends to his service or finding a way to seal away the crystals. His control over the Darkwood and Kano granted him a powerbase he could develop without involving House Magnos.

He could also take Eole on her offer to flee to her homeland in the sky and take the few people he cared for there. It had survived the first Doom, so perhaps it could ride out the second untouched?

Finally, he could focus on growing stronger as quickly as possible and perfecting his Overlord Class. Hunting down valuable Crestones whose Perks he could absorb like the Templar or Paladin’s ability to harm demons would give him a crucial edge, if he could obtain them.

There’s countless paths I could take, but many deadlines to take into account, Simon thought. I’ll need to draw a chart at one point.

“If I may ask Your Majesty, how should we proceed with our demonic dryad?” Duchar inquired, a gleam of interest in his gaze. “Shall we proceed with the ritual? That fool Lorimor spends his days weeping about how he has failed his mistress and will not do anything productive, so his sacrifice would not be a big loss, especially since Your Majesty can preserve his soul. I can simply put it back into an undead receptacle.”

Simon had to admit that transforming Lorimor into a sentient zombie might actually be an improvement over his current behavior, and the man probably deserved his fate, but the idea of resorting to sacrificing one of his retainers still irked him. He crossed his arms and mulled over it.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but if I understand correctly, the demon seeks to harmonize itself with individuals bearing the sign of the Minotaur,” Cassandra spoke up. “I could offer myself as a host.”

“You can’t be serious!” Simon was aghast. “You want to let an archfiend take over your body?!”

“No, of course not,” Cassandra replied. “But Your Majesty seems to be under a misconception. To merge with a host while drawing on their full power, a possessing demon must harmonize itself with their vessel, fusing in purpose, body, and mind like a Class user with a Crestone.”

“What my daughter means to say is that demonic possession isn’t as much of a takeover as a merger,” Duchar explained.

“How do you explain the dryad’s behavior then?” Simon countered. “She switches between two personalities regularly.”

“Because that merger is incomplete, Your Majesty. A successful possession either requires a contract of some sort and a compatibility factor, which I assume is why this Minotaur is looking for vessels born under their sign. Frankly, the mere fact that an incomplete fusion happened at all is a miracle. A dryad and a demon are utter opposites and shouldn’t be capable of coexisting. I suspect the First Overlord cast an extremely powerful spell to force the fusion.”

Belzemine looked at her feet again. “Lord Mardok was… very skilled in the dark arts.”

“What I mean to say, Your Majesty, is that the merger will still be me,” Cassandra explained. “I will become one with the demon, but our goals and intentions will align.”

“And what if the demon wants to slaughter us all and the merger causes it to become dominant?” Simon countered.

“Then Your Majesty can use the brand to kill me if I step out of line,” Cassandra replied with disturbing nonchalance. “My soul can be preserved so long as you are the one to give me the fatal blow.”

“My power only activates on lower-level targets, and you’re one level higher than me.”

“Then I only have to surrender or destroy my Crestone and seize Lorimor’s, for example,” Cassandra replied calmly. “In that case, I would become a level 1 Scholar and count as a lower-level target for Your Majesty’s Perk.”

Oh.

Could… could that actually work? It sounded feasible on paper, at least…

Even then, the risks were too great. The possessed Eole shrugged off a lesser slave crest, but he hadn’t bestowed any Devil Brand on her back then, so Simon couldn’t tell whether the marks would actually remain behind or if they would be enough to kill the demonic fusion.

Not to mention that while part of Eole’s motivations had survived her fusion with the Fish Fiend, she had also mistaken him for Mardok and been driven to murder him. Simon couldn’t see any way to prevent a fight unless he obtained the Brand of Pride, which his predecessors placed on Belzemine and that compelled utter obedience.

“Why would you even consider this?” Simon asked, dumbfounded.

“Merging with an archfiend is a unique opportunity that would let me command greater power than I could ever achieve on my own,” Cassandra replied calmly. “I do not mind sharing my body with a demon if it means I can help mortals free themselves from death. And I trust Your Majesty’s power can keep me in line.”

“Your resolve does you credit, my daughter,” Duchar praised her with some twisted fatherly pride, the way a normal person would congratulate their child for taking on a difficult exam rather than offering herself to a goddamn demon. “The secrets you would learn and the power you would achieve would be worth the cost.”

Belzemine looked at him in a rare display of disgust. “You know nothing of the price she will pay, wizard,” she said before turning to Simon. “Your Majesty, I…” She gulped. “While it is not my place to question your decisions, I strongly urge you to reconsider.” She looked down again. “This dryad is already suffering. We should not pass on her pain to another.”

This is personal to her, Simon thought. He recalled how she had reacted when seeing the murals in the Halls of the Minotaur. Was she there when Mardok corrupted the Darkwood? Or did she have anything to do with it? She did say she ‘told him,’ whatever that meant…

“I appreciate your trust in me, Cassandra, but I will not put you at such risk,” Simon decided. “I need to consider our options before–”

Simon froze when he sensed someone calling him through the Brand of Sloth. Shabram.

Finally.

“Excuse me, I am receiving a telepathic call,” Simon told his allies before answering Shabram. “Yes?”

“Your Majesty,” she said when he opened up to telepathic contact, her voice apologetic. “I must inform you that Patriate Malphas could not be taken alive.”

Damn it. “Report.”

“As per your instructions, we attempted to take him by surprise and feed him to Gourmand. We successfully cornered him in his estate, where he hosted unregistered mercenaries for his own protection, but the man blew himself up with an explosive necklace rather than risk capture. We could only recover his Crestone and charred bones, too late for Gourmand to consume his soul.” 

“Quite the admission of guilt,” Simon replied. Patriate must have committed some heinous crimes if he preferred death over being taken alive for interrogation.

“There’s more. We have found coded, damning correspondence aimed at insurrectionists associated with the White Unicorn and enemy nations. The letters detail S-ranked state secrets, including His Late Majesty Balzam’s death. I am now convinced the Lord-Treasurer was the Illusean mole on the High Council.” 

…

What?

Patriate? Patriate Malphas, a rebel supporter?! That slimy, opportunistic social climber, an agent of the White Unicorn and ally of the Paladin?! Impossible!

How long had he been working with the enemy?! Since he became the Merchant and ascended to the High Council? Even earlier? Was he bought? No way, the empire already let him live in luxury, and killing oneself took guts. Was he a deep cover agent from the start?

It made no sense!

He was sitting right next to me, the duplicitous bastard, Simon thought as he recalled his third death, his jaw clenching. He had been wondering who would have benefited from destabilizing the empire this way, but if Patriate had been working for Illusea and the White Unicorn… He’s the one who poisoned me with the goblet. 

Another name to add to the death list.

“Our investigation shows that he used shell companies to purchase warehouses across Marthrone undetected,” Shabram added. “We haven’t found anything special when we raided them, but they must have been used to transport a number of goods without our knowledge.”

“No sign of magical glyphs anywhere on those properties?” Simon asked, which Shabram denied. “Keep looking then. I think we’re in the clear with his death, but better be safe than sorry.”

“As your Majesty wishes.”

Simon sensed another call, coming from Leonard this time. How fortuitous. “Yes, Leonard?”

“Elaine Malphas blew herself up.”

What the– “Explain yourself, now.”

“We’ve tried to arrest her at her dorm, as Your Majesty asked. She vainly attempted to flee through a window, and triggered some kind of explosive device when she realized we had cut off her avenues of escape. Two students have been killed in the blast, and Meredith received light injuries.”

Something was wrong. It wouldn’t surprise Simon that Patriate gave his daughter an express checkout option in case she was captured—the fact she killed herself implied she was involved in her father’s schemes—but the method surprised him.

“Why kill herself in such a dramatic fashion?” Simon wondered. “A poison pill would have brought less attention.”

“To prevent an autopsy, I would wager,” Leonard replied. “Her body is almost entirely gone. If she was hiding identifying marks like tattoos or the like, we’ll never know it now.”

“Too bad taking secrets to the grave doesn’t work on someone with necromancers on his payroll,” Simon replied. “Recover anything you can. We’ll have Duchar study the remains once Meredith recovers.”

“As you command, Your Majesty.”

Simon cut the communication and then faced his other allies. “We’re done for the day,” he decided, “I need to think.”

The Malphas’ actions pointed to them being involved with the Illuseans, and their deaths should have brought an end to their plans. With the capital saved from destruction, Endymion’s government could keep up the charade of unity for a few more months.

But why? Why would the Malphas ally with the empire’s enemy when they owed everything to the imperial institutions? What could motivate them enough that they would rather kill themselves than face capture?

Simon had a bad feeling about all of this.



He heard Shabram’s scream in his sleep.

Simon woke up in the middle of the night the same way he had in the previous reign at the exact same hour. He immediately knew what had happened when he sent his spymaster a telepathic call and only received silence in return.

Shabram was dead, likely alongside almost everyone inside Castle Frightwall. Purged in holy light.

Patriate Malphas was dead, his daughter was dead, their properties had been raided across the empire and cleaned of anything magical, and yet the attack on Frightwall still happened.

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” Simon muttered as he held his skull with both hands. “If Malphas’ death isn’t what cancels out the attack, then what else–”

The answer struck him in a flash of lightning.

Belzemine.

The elves only cancelled the attack when she was still in Castle Frightwall on that date. Either she stopped them somehow, or more likely, they didn’t want to risk killing her in the blast somehow.

Her absence was the trigger.

“Agnes, come to my room,” he asked Belzemine through telepathy. “There’s a question I must ask you.”

“Which one, Your Majesty?”

“Something I should have asked the day we met.” Simon clenched his jaw. “Who are you?”

  

    
        Chapter 49: The Stone Muse (9)

    
    
    
    
  Belzemine wordlessly stared at her tea. The workshop had become silent after Simon explained the situation to her in private. She still seemed to struggle to accept that the castle she had lived in for the last four centuries had been destroyed.

With the civil war now inevitable, Simon had acted quickly. He telepathically gave leave to Leonard to put Anna and Tiella on the first airship to the Berwick Islands for their safety, then asked Meredith to bring him back Elaine Malphas’ remains alongside some documents from the archive. Having closely followed the civil war through the news in Valne, he gave her a longer return itinerary than usual to ensure she would avoid areas bound to be bombed by the War Party.

He still had no idea how the conflict would affect Whispermire—he didn’t remember the town being mentioned anywhere in the previous reign’s newspaper—but its proximity to the Goetia Research Center put it at risk.

“Belzemine, do you understand what I just said?” Simon received no answer, his hands clutching his own cup. “The news hasn’t been made public yet, but the elves of Illusea have struck Castle Frightwall with a powerful Tier X spell. I do not know how they managed to pull it off yet, but I have reason to believe they only proceeded with the plan once they had confirmed your departure from the castle. Why?”

“I do not know,” Belzemine admitted. “I am not important to Illusea. We elves do not have nobility like humans do, so our lineages mean nothing. My parents were common healers, and my only sister is dead.”

“Yet you are clearly important enough to Illusea that they would forgo a devastating strike against their sworn enemy for your sake.” Belzemine still seemed to draw a blank. “Perhaps something to do with someone named Frea?”

“Frea?” Belzemine’s head perked up in surprise upon hearing the name. “No, it cannot be. I haven’t met her since…” Her scowl deepened. “Since the Red Forest.”

And still Frea tried to keep her alive during their clash in Valne, even to the point of pulling her punches and losing her life for it. Perhaps there was something unique or special about Belzemine that she herself was unaware of.

“Tell me where you came from, and how you know Frea,” Simon said. His gut told him her past was key to answering this mystery. “I want to know the things the history books do not mention. This may be important.”

Belzemine frowned slightly, but dutifully obeyed his request. “I was born in the forest of Jarnvidr, west of Frightwall, which humans once called the Ironwood and now…” Her scowl deepened into one of profound sorrow. “The Red Forest.”

Simon held his tongue. The Red Forest Massacre had been one of Overlord Mardok’s great atrocities alongside the Despoiling of Nabadia and the Walling of the Screaming Saints. His violent, indiscriminate slaughter of the forest’s elven population had forever tainted its leaves and grass red. It was the very first time an Overlord had dared to strike an elven community, and it set the stage for the pogroms that would follow.

Theories abounded as to why Mardok had struck that area in particular: it had housed followers of the prophet Pharis who had survived earlier purges, it was located west of Frightwall and thus in the way of the burgeoning empire's military expansion, it was poorly defended… but Simon was beginning to wonder if it had something to do with Belzemine’s presence there.

“I was born in the decades after the Doom to an apothecary and a healer,” she said. “I lived in Jarnvidr and was trained to become a Caretaker with my sister Aza.”

“A Caretaker?” Simon recalled where he had read the term in the context of elven civilization. “Those are elves who directly serve a dryad and take care of her forest on her behalf.”

“Yes. I was raised to ensure the prosperity of Jarnvidr’s manatree. Taught of its… its secrets.” Belzemine’s voice began to waver. “Frea was… a friend I was raised with, and who traveled to Illusea to train as a mage. She returned home the day before the massacre, with the Oracle herself visiting us to proclaim her among her new apprentices.” She clutched her cup. “This… this was a great honor to Jarnvidr’s community.”

So she did meet the Oracle. “What is she like? The Oracle?”

“I… I was young back then, but I still remember her smile,” Belzemine confessed. “She bestowed gifts upon each of the Caretakers on behalf of the Mana Goddess. To me, she gave the Healer Crestone and said...” She gulped. “She said I had a bright future ahead of me.”

And that was one of the most dangerous things to say in a world where the Overlord could rewrite fate.

“Overlord Mardok came for us the very night the Oracle departed to visit another manatree,” Belzemine said, her voice weaker. “He struck in the dark with an army of demons when we were celebrating Frea’s ascension. We were dancing and laughing, and then we were screaming and fleeing.”

“And no one saw it coming?” Simon asked, his heart overflowing with sympathy. The things she must have witnessed that night… he wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

“No,” Belzemine replied darkly. “Lord Mardok had been the Overlord for a little over forty years, but my kind did not truly fear him back then. Many demons had threatened Illusea and the elves even before the Doom, but each time the Oracle and her chosen heroes saw to their defeat. Everyone thought Overlord Mardok would be no different. Many followers of the Light of Pharis went to us for shelter, which we granted.” She avoided Simon’s gaze. “Overlord Mardok… hanged them from the manatree’s branches before setting it on fire.”

And the Oracle failed to see it coming, perhaps because of Anathemic Secrecy. Simon didn’t think it was a coincidence that Mardok attacked the moment she had left Jarnvidr. This reeked of a plan born of foresight granted by a previous reign.

“Only five of us were spared. Me, my parents, my sister Aza… and Frea.” Uttering their names alone seemed to cause Belzemine physical pain. ”Lord Mardok branded my family as his slaves in front of Frea, then let her go free so that she would carry the news of what happened that night to Illusea… so that the Oracle would know that she had failed to save anyone, and that no one was safe from the Overlord’s wrath. I have not seen her since then, though she took the field against Mardok and Gargauth.”

The pieces started to fall into place for Simon. Belzemine wasn’t taken for who she was, but who she would have become, and to send a grim message to the Oracle. She was a lesson that the elves would never live in peace so long as the Overlords remained, and that no foresight would save them from Mardok’s heirs.

That could explain why Illusea wanted Belzemine back and alive. She was a national humiliation and a personal shame to the Oracle, a living reminder of the elves’ powerlessness in the Crimson Throne’s shadow. She was a martyr and hostage to their nation.

That, or the Oracle foresaw that Belzemine would do something extraordinary when she bestowed the Healer Crestone upon her; something so great Mardok personally intervened to put an end to it, and so important that the elves were still trying to recover her three centuries after her abduction.

Simon couldn’t be sure of the Oracle’s reasoning unless he could somehow ask her, and it didn’t matter that much. The elves wanted Belzemine safe and sound enough to forgo their attack on Frightwall, the end.

The Malphases tried to free her, Simon realized. The two always died in reigns where Belzemine stayed in Frightwall, after which she would mysteriously vanish. They told her to evacuate before the strike, and it went wrong somehow. 

Considering Belzemine’s psychological dependency on the Overlords, Simon considered it likely that she refused to leave Frightwall and lashed out at the Malphases, killing them during the struggle. With no agents left inside Frightwall to confirm Belzemine’s safety, the elves had no choice but to call off the spell.

This didn’t explain why they didn’t try again after Belzemine disappeared, though. In all likelihood, the spell either lost its anchor or could only be used in specific circumstances, like on a given date. They had missed their one and only chance to decapitate Endymion’s leadership.

“Why did Mardok spare you and your family specifically?” Simon asked. That part remained unclear. “You said you told him something.”

Belzemine didn’t answer him for a very, very long moment. She simply stared at her own reflection in the tea with a look of absolute shame and guilt.

“Caretakers have another duty,” she said, so low he could barely hear her, “Should a manatree perish, we must guide our community to another. To ensure we succeed without losing anyone during the migration and that our new home can welcome us, we… we are taught the location of all manatrees and how many elves they can sustain.”

Simon held his breath, a shiver running down his spine as the true horror of what happened dawned upon him.

“One night, Lord Mardok summoned my family to his throne room.” Now, Belzemine was so pale she began to resemble a corpse. “He… killed my sister Aza where she stood, and then… then he looked at me, his hands still drenched in her blood…” She suppressed a sob. “He wanted the location of every manatree on the continent, and he said… either I would tell him, or he would kill one of my parents like he did my sister… and I would have to choose which one died.”

And she told him. She told Mardok, and he used that information to twist the Stone Muse, launch pogroms against elves across the continent, and slaughter thousands of innocents. And considering her own parents were long dead, he might not have held up his end of the bargain anyway.

The most awful part was that the Brand of Pride compelled its victims to obey an Overlord’s orders. Mardok could have easily forced Belzemine to give up that information. Instead, he chose to make a vicious show of it, to have her forswear herself and willingly betray her own community.

He had earned his title of the Bloodthirsty, the same way Balzam Magnos lived up to the name of the Cruel.

“How old were you?” Simon asked, his voice breaking.

“I was thirteen,” she confessed. The archmage now sounded as small and frail as a child.

Thirteen. She had seen her community massacred and her family savagely murdered at thirteen.

“Agn–” Simon cursed himself as he took the elf’s cold hands into his own and squeezed them shut. “Belzemine, I swear to you that you will never go through something like this again. I promise you that.”

For a brief instant, Simon saw a brief flash of understanding and the smallest of emotion in Belzemine’s gaze… only for them to leave like shooting stars in the dark night, dashing his hopes.

“Your Majesty need not worry about me,” she said, her slave persona taking over once again. “I am always your faithful servant.”

And it would take so long for her to realize she didn’t have to live that way any longer.

Simon opened his mouth to offer words of reassurance, when he sensed an echo of pain ring in the back of his skull, sharp and familiar. It was the familiar sting of a death echoing through his Brand of Sloth, but closer to home than Shabram. Simon bolted out of his seat, fearing Meredith and Leonard had somehow perished in the bombardments, only to quickly confirm another of his retainers no longer answered his telepathic communications.

“Lorimor?”



Simon learned another very valuable lesson that night, namely, that unstable cultists did not make for good and reliable employees.

Since Lorimor had spent the last few days moping around and being useless, Simon had more or less left him to his own devices as he focused on more important matters. He had assumed the man would simply continue to beg his demon patron for forgiveness, and that had been a colossal mistake.

As it turned out, Lorimor had tried to regain his Muse’s ‘affection’ by taking the radical step of attempting to abduct his son once again, having learned absolutely nothing from the experience. Odette Kano, having foreseen her estranged husband would try something like this, had guards posted in her apartments to protect her son. They shot Lorimor with crossbow bolts when he broke in and threatened them with a knife.

That absolute idiot.

“I told you this would happen,” Odette Kano told Simon when he first laid eyes on his retainer’s hole-riddled corpse. “I will not pay for the tombstone either. You would have been better off gagging him.”

“You are right,” Simon replied angrily. Not only had Lorimor betrayed him by going behind his back and against his orders, he had jeopardized a relationship with a local ally and derailed some of Simon’s plans. “I can’t believe I trusted that fool.”

The ritual was now out of the question unless they found a suitable replacement before the Vernal Equinox. The Muse still had a few hidden cultists in the Whispermire, but whether any of them would count for the Seasonal Key’s strict requirements remained to be seen. While Simon hadn’t been particularly keen on trying it, the loss of an option annoyed him to no end.

“He wasn’t always like this,” Odette commented with a scowl. “That abomination in the woods turned him into a madman. She even compelled him into going behind your back for all we know.”

“This will not happen again, I promise you,” Simon said, glaring at Lorimor’s remains. “I never make the same mistake twice.”

Since Odette Kano refused to have her ex-husband buried in the town graveyard, Simon allowed Duchar to raise him as an undead servant to keep the workshop clean and confiscated the Scholar Crestone. That was all the man deserved after what he did.

Simon spent the next few days alternating between obsessively checking the newspaper and keeping up with his retainers on their return to Whispermire, expecting news of the bombing campaign that heralded the start of the civil war.

None arrived.

Something changed this time. Instead of newspapers describing how the War Party firebombed every strategic command center this side of the continent, most articles discussed the attack on Frightwall, Euphemia’s accusations against Louis, the Overlord’s mysterious absence, and various nobles or towns declaring for one candidate or another for the throne. The port of Amnadiel voiced its support for the empress, even though Simon clearly recalled it being wiped out by airships in the civil war’s opening volley. It didn’t take him long to realize what was going on.

Louis wasn’t in Magvolia to give the order, and Lauriane was either unwilling or unable to initiate the airship bombing campaign. Simon dearly hoped it was the former.

In any case, Meredith and Leonard returned to Whispermire without trouble with books from the archive and two charred tibias that used to be Elaine Malphas.

“That is all we could recover, Your Majesty,” Meredith apologized upon presenting him with the goods. She had come back with a few burns that Belzemine quickly healed with a spell. “Lady Malphas’ explosive necklace blasted everything above the knees.”

“Let’s hope Duchar will be able to learn something from them,” Simon complained. “Did you see the explosive device?”

“Yes, it was a red pearl necklace,” Meredith confirmed. “I saw Elaine Malphas pull and snap it a second before the detonation.”

So it wasn’t an automatic failsafe. That meant the two traitors could be taken by surprise and restrained without triggering their suicide devices. Simon would keep that information in mind for his next reign.

“Get ready then,” Simon told his retainers. “My sister is going to send us either a summons or a messenger soon.”

His instinct proved half-right. A carriage did arrive the next day from the Goetia Research Center, but Lauriane forwarded no message or herald.

Instead, she came to visit her half-brother in person.

“Simon.” Lauriane stepped down from the carriage in full uniform, with two guards at her back, a grim look on her face. “You don’t look surprised to see me.”

“I expected something like this when I read the news about Frightwall,” Simon confessed when he greeted her in front of the Midnight Market. “Is it true that half of Magvolia declared for Euphemia?”

“I’m afraid so,” Lauriane admitted. “Louis conquered the country barely six years ago, so revanchist movements are quite eager to ally with Euphemia against us. I’m sure they would have sung a different tune if he were here, but alas, he and Dassein are still securing Telluria.”

Probably, since he would have firebombed Amnadiel and other towns into submission.

“I’ll be blunt, Simon, I fear Euphemia’s supporters will exploit the opportunity to launch an attack on the Goetia Research Center,” Lauriane said. “Controlling the Crestone production is too much of an advantage to pass on, and while I can defend myself and command many troops… I am not Louis.”

Simon scowled. “Who are they sending?”

“Norbelle.”

Damn it. Not a good start.

“My spies tell me she has left Cocagne on her personal airship and with a new Eidolon, courtesy of her new fiancé. Mastemo has also dispatched a group of Templars to Magvolia, and I suspect both groups will besiege Goetia as soon as they link up.” Lauriane let out a heavy sigh. “I won’t lie to you, Simon. I don’t want to involve you in this feud, but having Agnes Firewand onboard, or even Duchar, would help me tremendously. I will need to conscript them for the military.”

Simon scowled as he considered what to do. While it put some projects on the backburner, he could hardly deny Lauriane’s request after all the help she provided him in this reign and others.

But on the other hand, this civil war had become more than folly now that he knew about the elf conspiracy and the Zodiac Parade striking the world in less than a year. Endymion’s self-destruction would kill thousands, if not millions, and leave the eastern continent ripe for the likes of Vouivre or demons to despoil.

He had to try and stop it while he could, to show his evidence to both parties and convince them of the threat ahead of them.

“There’s more you need to know first,” Simon said, “about what’s going on in the Darkwood and this war’s true masterminds.”

“The true masterminds?” Lauriane frowned in skepticism, but kept an open mind. “I’m listening.”



Simon invited his sister to his workshop, and then told her everything.

He kept the truth of his Overlord Class a secret, but otherwise shared what he had learned about the Stone Muse, the Cobweb’s activities, and that he had been secretly collaborating with the now late Lady Shabram to investigate an Illusean conspiracy. Lauriane took the news with disbelief and skepticism.

“Malphas? A secret White Unicorn agent plotting to destroy Frightwall with a powerful spell?” Lauriane struggled to accept the truth as much as Simon did when he first heard it. “Do you have any proof of your wild claims, Simon?”

“Lady Shabram obtained damning correspondence, but it went up in flames with Frightwall alongside everything else. I hope the study of Elaine’s remains will tell us more.” Hopefully, Duchar should be done with that sometime soon. “As for the Minotaur Fiend and the manalith mine, they’re both a day’s ride from Whispermire. Duchar and my other retainers will confirm it.”

Lauriane scowled, but took him at his word until she could corroborate it. “I feared something foul lurked in the Darkwood, but I never imagined this region housed a slumbering archfiend and an unregistered manalith mine.”

“You never suspected it?”

“Of course not. This place is a backwater. I wouldn’t have spared it a glance without the Lorimor fiasco.” Which suggested that Simon could hide there easily enough should he decide to disappear. “I need all the troops I can get to defend Goetia, but we’ll seize the mine once we’ve repelled Norbelle. Kano will be lucky to keep her head.” Lauriane pondered her brother’s words. “Is Duchar certain that the seal will hold for at least another year?”

She apparently trusted the dark mage’s expertise. “Yes, unless it finds a suitable host.”

“I have soldiers born under the sign of the Minotaur. Good soldiers. We could use the demon as a weapon of last resort, but…” Lauriane crossed her arms and shook her head after a moment’s consideration. “No, far too risky. Demons only become assets when properly bound and vetted. Binding an unknown archfiend capable of corrupting a dryad would spell immediate disaster.”

“We could use it another way,” Simon suggested. An idea had been floating in his mind for a while. “The miasma crystal is of extraordinary purity.”

“You think we could turn it into a Dark-aligned Crestone.” Lauriane shook her head. “Analyzing and processing the crystal requires time I do not have, not to mention that we would need to break the seal. The fiend is a long-term problem.”

Simon nodded before the workshop’s door opened, with Duchar and Leonard stepping inside. Both politely bowed to Lauriane, who returned the courtesy with a nod. Simon noted that while Duchar appeared unconcerned, Leonard had a deep scowl on his face.

The old necromancer must have found something big.

“Have you completed your analysis of the tibias, Duchar?” Simon asked.

“Yes, those belonged to an all too common half-elf woman,” Duchar replied with a shrug of his shoulders, the true magnitude of his statement lost on him. “I have little to report beyond that, I’m afraid.”

Simon found himself speechless for a second, his gaze turning to his other allies. Lauriane blinked as she digested the news, and Leonard nodded sternly.

“Half-elf?” Simon repeated, as a lot of things suddenly started to make sense. “How can you tell?”

“The bone structure is too rich in mana for a human, but too solid for an elf,” Duchar explained. Having never met Elaine Malphas, the significance of his findings eluded him. “This is a telltale sign of a bi-tribal union between an elf and a human. Psychometry spells confirmed it as well.”

“Are you sure those were Elaine Malphas’ remains?” Lauriane pushed.

“I swear it on my honor as a knight that I picked those bones off her burning ashes myself,” Leonard insisted. “Some half-elves can pass for humans, since they do not require as much mana as the elven parent to function and often inherit the other side’s rounded ears.”

Which meant that Patriate had literally been in bed with the enemy for nearly two decades.

“If this is true, then this must be the Oracle’s work,” Lauriane said, her hands clenching into fists. “Malphas’ sisters are both married to dukes supporting the War Party. Did they know about this? Could those worms have plotted Father’s death behind our backs?”

“Do you see what’s going on now?” Simon asked. “We’re being pitted against each other by an outside force that wants us gone, and a conflict will only weaken us when the likes of the Minotaur rise up to strike in a year’s time. We have to defuse things while we can.”

Lauriane remained skeptical. “You have done a great job investigating these forces, Simon, and I think Louis might listen… but I am not sure your evidence will suffice to bring Euphemia to the negotiation table.”

“I know.” Simon was no fool. Their chances were slim, but he was now convinced letting Endymion fall into civil war would probably doom the continent to destruction. “Even so, we should try.”

“Yes… yes, I suppose we must at least give peace a chance.” Lauriane took a long, deep breath. “I pray Norbelle and the others will listen, and if they do not… then you might walk away from all of this with a lot more levels.”
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  Norbelle’s airship, the Legendary, arrived at dawn.

Simon watched it from the command deck of Lauriane’s own flagship, the Wisdom, with apprehension. Ten of the war machines hovered over the Goetia Research Center, having traveled all the way here from the War Party’s secret base. Between the intimidating escort and the facility’s already considerable defenses, they should have nothing to fear.

A single look at the two giant creatures escorting Norbelle’s airship convinced Simon otherwise.

The first was Azulbolla, the Azure Dragon, an Eidolon Norbelle had successfully wrestled control away from Fablan after that country’s subjugation. Simon had only seen the creature once from very, very far away when his half-sister summoned it as part of her eighteenth birthday celebration—which he had to observe from the Frightwall’s battlements—and it had somehow grown even bigger since. The creature, which resembled a serpent with blue scales of bark and wood antlers on which flowers bloomed, coiled around its summoner’s airship like a Uyoan boa constrictor around its prey. Though it had no wings, it could still fly all the same thanks to dozens of lightning-crackling orbs carrying it upwards. The monster looked nothing like Vouivre in spite of its title of dragon, but it was no less intimidating.

The other creature was smaller, though its wingspan could overshadow a small keep. This one resembled some kind of bird of prey with crimson feathers whose tips burned with otherworldly fire. Its black beak breathed out the blackest smoke, and a golden mask covered its forehead. A trail of embers followed each flap of its wings.

So it was true, Cocagne had lent Norbelle the Phoenix.

Lauriane had extensively briefed Simon and his allies on their enemy prior to boarding. “Norbelle is level 68, according to my information. Her Summoner Noble Class lets her bind Eidolons to her will, and since she inherited her mother’s visionary powers on top of that, she can summon more than one at the same time. Not only can she have them fight for her, but she can empower herself or her allies by harnessing the Eidolon’s power. This lets her boost stats and grant multiple beneficial effects.”

Level 68, and she’s younger than I am, Simon thought grimly. Norbelle had always been a magical genius in spite of her young age, the family’s golden child. “Is it true that a summoned Eidolon’s power is proportional to the Summoner’s level?”

“Yes, so we must assume that every creature she summons is at least the equivalent of a level sixty to seventy monster.” As if the prospect of facing one high-level spellcaster hadn’t been daunting enough. “Finally, the Summoner is a spellcaster class with mana regeneration and access to multiple schools of spellcasting. Considering Norbelle’s level, you can expect spells like the Insteadeath-inflicting Death X spell or the ship-destroying Exaburn.”

A single level 68 monster would be the equivalent of fighting Vouivre, and Norbelle had brought at least two. And neither of them matched the description of the dragon creature she unleashed against the War Party in a previous reign, so either she had yet to acquire it in this timeline or she had another ace up her sleeve.

“Thankfully, the Summoner has two key weaknesses. Not only will Norbelle’s Eidolons disappear if she is knocked unconscious–” Or killed, Lauriane avoided mentioning, “but an Eidolon’s destruction will also inflict immense mental strain on her.”

In short, knocking out one of the three should incapacitate all the others on paper.

Unfortunately, Norbelle wouldn’t be their only cause for concern. A small company of Templars and soldiers bearing the Church of Light’s banner rode upon the enemy airship. It was only a few thousand troops, but the High Confessor’s elite fighters were nothing to scoff at. This would be a dangerous battle… should it start at all.

Simon glanced around him. Lauriane sat on a throne at the heart of the command deck, facing the large landscape window giving her a full view of the troubles ahead. Although she portrayed a calm and confident facade, he could see the way she gripped her armrests. Her eyes darted to the engineers and mages working on the machinery around them. They had spent the last few minutes sending light signals that Norbelle’s own staff should hopefully see.

Would Norbelle accept their offer of a peaceful meeting and their evidence? She was wiser than Thalas, but that wasn’t saying much, and her mother Euphemia had just survived a spell bombardment she blamed on Louis. She might ignore them and push on with the assault.

Simon prayed she would listen, but the cynical part of his mind couldn’t believe in it.

He glanced at his remaining retainers. All were also present, save the late Lorimor, but they all reacted differently. While Meredith, Belzemine, and Leonard faced the situation with the stoicism of trained warriors, Duchar looked outright annoyed to have been dragged out of his lab and onto a battlefield. As for Cassandra, she clung to her staff with all of her strength.

“Anxious?” Simon asked her.

“A bit,” she admitted, biting her lip. “I have never fought a Noble Class user before.”

“Hopefully, we won’t fight at all.” Simon could tell Cassandra didn’t believe him, largely because his own words sounded empty even to him. “Even so, it was very brave of you to agree to join us today. I appreciate it.”

“That is what friends are for,” Cassandra replied with a small frown. “Or at least I believe it is. Am I wrong?”

“No, not at all.” Simon’s head perked up as an engineer wrote down a letter. “Did we receive an answer?”

Lauriane nodded sharply as the engineer gave her the document. Simon could tell its content the moment the scowl on his sister’s face deepened, and his heart sank in his chest.

“Read for yourself,” she told Simon upon giving him the letter. “These terms are unacceptable.”

Simon checked and steeled himself. Norbelle replied that she would only agree to a peaceful meeting if they agreed to open the Goetia Research Center’s doors to her forces, which was tantamount to surrender. Euphemia had apparently ordered them to secure the site, and they would not walk away without it.

If Norbelle had even looked over the evidence Lauriane’s airship had sent her about the Malphas conspiracy and the Zodiac Parade, she didn’t mention it.

“I’m sorry, Simon,” Lauriane apologized to him, though it was no fault of her own. “I fear the outcome was decided the moment Frightwall burned.”

“Yeah,” Simon confirmed, resolving himself to fight another pointless battle. “Yeah, you’re right.”

The civil war was bound to become inevitable, quicker, and bloodier whenever Belzemine was removed from Castle Frightwall. They lived in the Oracle’s world now, where the pieces she set in place had fallen in a way that would bring down House Magnos upon itself.

He would keep that in mind.

“Send them one last counteroffer to stand down and talk this through, but prepare for battle,” Lauriane ordered her troops before turning to Simon’s group. “Lady Firewand, Duchar, please join the mages on the artillery deck. Your powerful spells may make the difference. Simon, you stay with me and watch.”

Belzemine looked at Simon, who nodded back in confirmation. While he would have preferred to keep the elven archmage close, Lauriane was an experienced commander and he trusted her expertise. Belzemine and Duchar left the command deck to take their battle positions.

“Order the ships to spread out and to flank the Legendary,” Lauriane ordered her soldiers. “Norbelle’s summons will have us beat in speed and maneuverability, but her flagship is vulnerable. Have lookouts keep an eye on the Eidolons, too. There is a possibility Norbelle is riding one of them and using her ship as a decoy. Fire at will as soon as they enter our range.”

Light signals caused the airships to follow through with the order. Lauriane’s fleet spread out like a crescent, the wings ahead of the center. Rather than flee, Norbelle’s group flew forward with the clear intent of taking the fight directly to the Wisdom. The Azulbolla’s orbs charged up with magical lightning while blue fire built up inside the Phoenix’s mouth.

And then the Battle of Goetia began.

There was no particular signal, no call of Lauriane followed by an artillery volley. Both sides simply shot at each other the moment the other came within range. The Azulbolla’s orbs burst with mighty thunderbolts strong enough to pulverize castle towers, the Phoenix unleashed fireballs the size of houses with a screech, and the airships retaliated with spell bombardments. The same power Simon witnessed lay waste to the Berwick Islands was now turned against enemies that could take it and dish it back.

The horizon beyond the window erupted into a blinding light show. Explosions rocked the heavens and blasted away clouds, the wind carrying embers and ashes across the landscape. Thunderbolts blasted apart airship wings and cast them out of the sky, while spell barrages blasted the Phoenix’s face and shattered half of its metal mask to expose regenerating flesh underneath. From Simon’s point of view, this battle was a dance of hellfire; from the ground, it must have looked like the end of the world.

Such tremendous power, Simon thought as he and his allies watched the devastation with awe. Norbelle commanded these two forces of nature with the power of a single Noble Class. Their power let her match an entire fleet of airships manned by thousands and capable of ravaging entire nations. Could I bend these Eidolons to my will, too, if I ever devoured her Crestone? Would they crush the Zodiac Fiends and Vouivre, or fall to them? 

That thought wouldn’t leave his mind even as the battle continued to escalate. Norbelle’s Eidolons successfully shot down two of Lauriane’s airships, but the rest had begun to close in on the Legendary. The Azulbolla attempted to break the encirclement by flying straight at the Wisdom, swaying left and right like an eel swamming through the sky with a shroud of lightning crackling along its trail. Its maw opened as it approached the command deck, light building up in its gullet, and Simon steeled himself for impact.

A colossal fireball thrown from the artillery deck—likely Belzemine’s work—struck the Eidolon in the face in a devastating blast, tearing off half its face and causing it to miss its target. Its breath of lightning and cherry petals blew aimlessly across the sky. The Eidolon fell to the side, its head and neck hitting the airship’s left wing and causing it to shake.

“Damage report!” Lauriane ordered as smoke began to rise from the left side of the ship.

“Something broke into the cargo hold!” one of the engineers replied, reading a bottled message forwarded to them through a metal tube. “I’m receiving demands for reinforcements!”

“Stowaways carried by Azulbolla?” Lauriane clenched her jaw and turned to Simon’s allies. “I will need your retainers.”

“I’ll go with them,” Simon decided.

“You are still too low-level,” Lauriane warned him with a hint of concern.

“Don’t worry.” Simon summoned his ‘Templar’ Class outfit—actually the Overlord clothed in Fiendmask—and raised his morningstar. “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeves, and great bodyguards.”

“I see…” Lauriane hesitated an instant, but gave him a nod of trust and approval. “Good luck.”

Simon thanked her and then left with his party towards the cargo hold, rushing down corridors and past soldiers traveling from one part of the ship or another, depending on immediate needs. Simon had no idea how Lauriane could even manage so many people without a Commander Vassal Class to organize them.

The group put on their Class outfits and had sure cast buffs on themselves, from Energumen to Dark Saber to Rampart, on their way into the cargo hold. They only needed to follow the trail of corpses and the noise of clashing steel to do so. Dozens of soldiers and workers had been torn apart, their entrails and blood spilling all over the floor and walls, body parts laying spread in every direction as if they had all been savaged by some wild beast.

Had Norbelle called another creature to destroy the ship from the inside?

The truth became clear once they entered a metal hangar filled with manalith crates and mechanical parts. The air was choked with smoke from burning contraptions and shattered pipes, while the ground had turned slippery from the blood. An alarm rang overhead to the tune of flickering lights.

He was there, clad in his Class outfit and driving his axe into a soldier’s skull and tearing him in two.

There’s no way, Simon thought in shock and disbelief, even as their eyes crossed. Antonine de Shax was with him, clad in a veiled, red and white belly dancer’s outfit. The Dancer outfit, in fact. He should be in Telluria… 

“What’s wrong, bastard?” Thalas asked, a ghastly grin stretching on his lips when he spotted them. “Aren’t you happy to see your kin again?”

“Why are you here?” Simon asked, though he already knew the answer and was already prepared to cast a spell. He immediately sent a telepathic message to Belzemine and Duchar to join him at the cargo hold now.

“Isn’t it obvious?” An axe materialized in Thalas’ hand, his eyes shining with glee. He had waited years for this. “I’m working my way up to being the only son!”

And then he charged them at inhuman speed.

Leonard immediately moved in front of the group with his pavise raised and his Rampart Perk activated, but Simon and Cassandra proved even quicker. “Blind!” “Swamp Curse!” they cast both at the same time.

Thalas closed the gap between them in the blink of an eye, but the two spells struck in the nick of time. His vision went white, and the steel floor beneath his feet turned into mud, throwing off his aim. His war axe struck Leonard’s pavise shield rather than the man himself, and would have likely taken off his whole arm without Rampart active. Even then, the blow shattered the shield and threw Leonard back a few feet.

Simon and Meredith immediately flanked Thalas while he remained off balance, striking with a darkness-shrouded morning star and a lightning-crackling spear, respectively. There was no order to stand down, no attempt at negotiation, and no words were wasted. Everyone on Simon’s side knew that to fight the Berserker was to dance with death.

It was kill or be killed.

Simon had had the ‘privilege’ of watching Thalas fight when he tricked him into dying against Vouivre. He had dueled a dragon on his own long enough to inflict heavy injuries, and he might have won had he been armed with ranged weapons.

The Berserker was unmatched in melee, and they were fighting in a closed space. The best they could hope for was to stay alive until Belzemine, Duchar, and reinforcements arrived.

Simon and Meredith both struck Thalas from two sides with all of their might, and while the Valkyrie managed to draw blood by grazing the chest, Simon’s attempt to remove his skull from his shoulders failed to even cause him to budge. He might as well have struck a statue of stone.

If anything, the energy-draining effect of the morningstar hurt more than the weapon itself.

Worse, Antonine didn’t stay idle. She traced a ring with her foot around herself, and an otherworldly music echoed out of nowhere in response. Thalas’ body glowed with light, his eyes returning to normal, and the ground solidifying again. He let out a roar so mighty it threw Simon and Meredith back, his muscles bursting with power.

Thalas swung his axe in an attempt to kill them both, but Meredith tackled Simon out of the way with a quick, Valkyrie-enchanced jump. Leonard threw his now-useless shield aside and fearlessly rushed into melee with his claymore. His surprising speed for a Dreadnought took Thalas aback, the Berserker instinctively raising his war axe to parry the blow.

Cassandra slammed the ground with her staff. A cloud of smoke erupted at the spot she struck, and a horrific humanoid figure made of bones and skulls tied together with slick ropes of sinew materialized there. The undead monstrosity tackled Thalas from behind and rammed him against a crate.

“Cassandra, focus on debuffing! Everyone else, keep him busy!” Simon ordered his retainers as he charged at Antonine. Thalas on his own was a nightmare; adding a buffer on top of it spelled certain defeat. “I’ll kill his support!”

“Kill me, you baseborn cur?” Antonine replied with a disdainful smile, two butterfly-shaped daggers appearing in her hands. “I think not. Moonstep.”

Antonine de Shax became a blur, with Simon’s morning star hitting nothing but air. She struck back in a flash of speed, targeting the visor slit in his helmet, and though he managed to deflect the blow with his arm, he still sensed magic infecting his mana-powered outfit through the blade.


Poison negated by Unyielding Essence. 



The two swiftly engaged in a deadly tango, with Simon vainly attempting to strike Antonine while she dodged his blows and countered with swift, but largely painless strikes. One hit would have knocked her out of the fight, but she was fast, so blindingly fast.

Meanwhile, Cassandra weakened Thalas with curses, but not enough to stop him from smashing her summoned undead to pieces in a single blow. Meredith and Leonard engaged him in melee, using their surprising speed, agility, and teamwork to briefly pressure him. Meredith used her Class’ infamous jumping ability to constantly bounce off the crates and walls to strike from various unexpected angles, while Leonard simply pushed forward with a relentless offense of sword strikes in order to keep Thalas on the defensive. It was only a matter of time before he found an opening, but they managed to keep him contained for now.

Simon wondered how Antonine had obtained the Dancer Noble Class, but quickly came up with a possible explanation. Euphemia had been in Castle Frightwall when it suffered destruction. Recovering the Dancer Crestone had just been a matter of finding Shabram’s ashes among the rest of the debris. However, the strength and speed behind her blows were too much for a newly obtained Class, even a Noble one.

“How did you level up in Dancer so fast, Antonine?” Simon asked in between strikes. She shouldn’t be capable of keeping up with him at a low level, or at least he didn’t think so.

“Funny thing,” she said with a malicious grin, her dagger flashing in a dash of steel, “When you inherit a Noble Class after leveling up in its Vassal Class, you can transfer some of those levels around.”

Simon memorized that revelation for later, and quickly switched tactics. He cast Shadowchain and caught Antonine’s foot after she dodged one of his blows, causing her to trip. Simon immediately exploited the opportunity to hit her in the chest. She was cast to the ground to the tune of broken ribs.

“Antonine!” Thalas shouted with fear from across the room, but Simon focused on his prey. He put his metal foot on Antonine’s chest to press on her wound and keep her down.

“The Templar can’t cast Shadowchain,” Antonine said, a flash of fear in her eyes.

Simon raised his morningstar to crush her skull, but Thalas’ roar of despair startled him. He glanced sideways just in time to see the Berserker break his encirclement by throwing Meredith at Cassandra and then lunging at him in a burst of speed.

“Magic Eraser!”

Thalas’ axe struck Simon in the chest before he could dodge.

The blow nearly killed Simon. Nay, it would have killed him if not for Cassandra’s debuffs and Leonard’s damage transference ability. Simon was thrown across the cargo hold and crashed into a wall so hard as to bend it, while blood erupted from his Dreadnought retainer’s chest.


All spells and buffs dispelled!



And that included Fiendmask. The Templar outfit faded into smoke to reveal the dark steel of the Overlord armor underneath. Thalas froze in place in pure shock, his jaw dropping.

“No way…” Antonine muttered in sheer disbelief as she forced herself back to her feet. Her hand reached into her pocket and drew out a bottled potion.

As for Thalas, his eyes now burned with pure hatred. “I knew you and Louis were plotting something when you left Telluria, bastard, but to think you dared to kill Father to steal his Class…”

“I didn’t kill him,” Simon taunted him as he shambled back to his feet. While Leonard had absorbed most of the damage, he still felt the pain. “He chose me.”

That seemed to hurt Thalas more than any attack. His face decomposed into disbelief, then acceptance, and finally, searing jealousy.

“I was there the day we brought you in,” Thalas said, his voice bitter with resentment. “I remember the brief smile on our father's face when he saw you pass through the gates. No one else noticed, but I did, that emotion he never showed me. He was proud of you.” He uttered the word with all the envy in the world. “Ever since that day, I’ve had this rage building up inside me every time I look at you. It burns inside at this very moment, boiling my blood into steam.”

“That is why you want me dead so much?” Simon spat with contempt. What a petty, childish motivation for wishing his own half-sibling murdered. “Not because I’m a bastard or did anything to you personally, but because daddy wouldn’t smile at you?”

“Mock me all you want, bastard,” Thalas replied, raising his axe for the kill. “Once you’re dead… I’ll finally be at peace.”

Simon thought this reign was at an end when a wall surged from the ground and took everyone aback. A black cage of dark bones materialized around Thalas and Antonine, briefly trapping them inside.

Simon glanced at his saviors, busy healing their wounded.

Belzemine and Duchar were finally here.
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  “Doublecast,” Belzemine intoned, “Aegis.”

Simon immediately sensed her magic empowering him, reinforcing him with invisible barriers, sharpening his speed, and healing his wounds. Leonard also received a similar blessing; the bloody gash in his chest he had taken on in his master’s place slowly closed.

“Step away, Your Majesty!” Belzemine shouted at him as another song echoed from inside the summoned cage. Simon followed her advice, allowing her to chain it up with another attack as she switched Class from Healer to Pyromancer. “Contagious Human Combustion!"

“Death X,” Duchar added while snapping his fingers.

Her magic immolated Thalas and Antonine right as the former shattered the summoned cage with a brutal swing of his axe. Duchar followed that up with a spell of his own, a ghastly, ghostly skull appearing over the two like a dark omen.

Whatever it was supposed to do, it failed. Thalas and Antonine walked out from the flames unharmed, the former slicing his palm and showering his war axe with his own blood to power it up, the second dancing by swaying her hips left to right. Fire halos glowed over their heads, the outline of a vermillion bird briefly flashing in the flames. That had to be Norbelle’s Phoenix shielding them from both fire and instant death spells.

Of course those two came prepared to fight Belzemine. Most of her offensive abilities lay in her Pyromancer Class’ fire spells, which were now shut down tight.

“Once we kill him, we can rule as Overlord,” Antonine said, smiling at Simon as if the Class was something that could somehow be shared.

“We kill them all,” her boyfriend replied with murder on his mind. Thalas went on the offensive again, his already monstrous speed turning nightmarish thanks to whatever buff Antonine provided him with. Simon struggled to follow his movements—since his own buffs didn’t increase his perception—but Belzemine reacted in time to intercept him. She changed outfits again, the Pyromancer robes transforming into a metal chest plate, armored leggings, and a brutish, horned helmet. An axe materialized in her hands.

The Gladiator Class.

Their weapons clashed, the resulting shockwave blasting back crates and causing the metal floor to crack beneath their feet. Belzemine was pushed a bit, yet managed to remain on her feet.

“Listen to me,” Simon informed his retainers through telepathy so their foes could not overhear them. “Duchar, Cassandra, constantly debuff Thalas. Leonard, Belzemine, keep Thalas occupied in melee. Meredith, help me take out his support.”

“You think you can beat me with my own Vassal Class, leaf-ears?!” Thalas snapped angrily as he followed through with a wide swing. Belzemine moved back to dodge while Duchar and Cassandra cast various curses to weaken the Berserker, leeching off his strength and causing the floor beneath him to turn to mud again. Leonard used the brief moment of opportunity to strike him in the chest and drew blood.

True to her orders, Meredith leaped across the room and aimed for Antonine with her spear. Simon assisted her by casting Shadowchain to keep the Dancer bound by the ankle and prevent her from dodging.

“Blade Dance,” Antonine said, her daggers lengthening into swords. “Dimension Step.”

She disappeared in a teleportation flash, and Meredith’s spear only struck empty air.

Simon expected an attack, but Antonine instead reappeared behind their front line next to Cassandra and Duchar. Her speed took the spellcasters aback, and she rammed her two swords through their throats. Cassandra’s neck erupted into a fountain of blood, her hands dropping her staff, while Duchar coughed up blackened fluids.

No, no! Simon ran back to his allies in panic as Cassandra collapsed to the ground and began to bleed out. He attempted to reach them, but Thalas promptly tossed Leonard back at him while his axe danced with Belzemine’s.

Antonine’s gleeful smile faded away the moment a withered hand caught her by the throat.

“Putrefy,” Duchar said coldly, his sliced throat and the sword stuck in his flesh failing to slow him down in the slightest. There was no anger in his voice, not the kind that the Berserker embraced at least; only merciless retribution.

Antonine’s pristine white skin blackened, and then melted off her flesh. She tried to scream, but her vocal cords dissolved far too fast for that. An infernal rot spread across her face and chest, devouring all in its path until naught but bones remained.

Antonine de Shax had rotted to death.

“Antonine!” An unbelievable pressure came off from Thalas like a halo of searing heat, his eyes growing bloodshot with fury. “You’ll pay for this… Primal Regression!”

A wave of power erupted from Thalas as he shed his armor like a snake.

A spectacular transformation followed. His body more than doubled in size while his muscle mass greatly increased to the point it seemed to rupture the skin in some parts, exposing his own muscles. His hands became big enough to crush skulls within their fingers, and his shoulders were wide enough to put a bull to shame. A crimson aura smelling of fresh blood floated around Thalas, and his irises vanished in a sea of white. The curses affecting him were instantly dispelled.

Thalas lunged at Simon with a monstrous roar, fist first.

Only Belzemine’s buff granted Simon the speed to dodge the attack in time, and even then the shockwave that resulted from Thalas’ fist striking the floor sent him flying into a wall. The blow smashed through the metal floor and caused the entire room—maybe the entire airship—to shake.

“Blind!” Simon immediately cast, only for his spell to fizzle out. He sensed an invisible barrier disrupting his magic the moment he attempted to affect Thalas.


Spell negated by Primal Regression!



“Magic can no longer affect him in this state, but he takes double damage!” Belzemine warned Simon through telepathy as she slightly crouched. Her slim frame tensed up, her muscles becoming like steel. “No Guard, Sanguine Blow.”

Belzemine lunged forward with immense strength, putting all of her focus in one attack at the exclusion of all defense. She closed the gap with Thalas and then struck with everything she had. Her axe cut through the chiseled, steel-strong muscles of the Berserker and disemboweled him in a single strike that spilled out his entrails all over the floor. It should have been a fatal wound.

It wasn’t.

Thalas neither flinched nor even attempted to defend himself. His belly was wide open, and he showed neither pain nor care. He simply backhanded Belzemine with a roar, the blow so violent it threw her across the room and through the metal wall.

No wonder Thalas only waited for his ally to die to use this ability. He had cast off reason, sanity, and purpose for pure power. Only bestial, bloodthirsty, volcanic rage remained. He probably couldn’t even use whatever teleportation gem he and Antonine intended to use to escape the airship.

Or maybe he was foolish enough to believe he could survive it all.

In spite of the Berserker’s fearsome new transformation, both Meredith and Leonard continued their assault without fear. Meredith jumped at the titan’s back, landed on his shoulder, and drove her spear through the back of his skull while Leonard attempted to finish what Belzemine had started by cutting into his chest. Thalas didn’t bother avoiding either attack, but neither did they make him budge.

“Duchar, take Cassandra to Lauriane for healing and call for reinforcements!” Simon mentally ordered as he held his morning star and prepared to join the desperate melee… only to be answered with silence. “Duchar?”

Duchar had grabbed his bleeding daughter with one hand and held a gemstone with the other. Simon immediately recognized the same type of teleporting crystal Lauriane had given him in a previous reign for his own safety.

“Duchar, don’t you dare!” Simon threatened him.

“I am sorry, Your Majesty, but we cannot die yet with so much left to accomplish,” the old warlock apologized, though there was no remorse in his voice. “I suggest you retreat as well.”

He crushed the gem and disappeared with Cassandra, abandoning the fight.

Simon’s anger at the betrayal was swiftly replaced with horror as the enraged Thalas grabbed Meredith off his shoulders while her spear was still stuck through his skull, then smashed her against the floor like a ragdoll, her body splattered into a puddle of bones and blood. He then roared at Simon and lunged at him like a rabid tiger.

“Impcan–”

Thalas rammed Simon before he could even finish the thought.

Leonard once again took the burden of the damage on himself, but Simon barely caught a glimpse of his retainer exploding in a shower of blood and entrails before he and Thalas pulverized the wall, then the next, and the one after.

The pain of steel hitting his back gave way to the sensation of wind blowing on his face, and the ceiling turned into a burning sky.

Simon blinked as he and Thalas fell into the void, the Wisdom looming over them like a great bird as it traded blasts with the Phoenix. The Legendary was sinking below the clouds and drowning in smoke on the horizon, yet both of Norbelle’s Eidolons continued the fight.

Thalas’ arms grabbed Simon in midfall in a vicious bearhug, his berserk state blinding him to the fact that they were both seconds away from death. A rush of pain traveled down Simon’s spine as his half-brother began to crush it.

“Lord of the Demon Castle!” Simon snarled in an attempt to teleport back to his Dungeon, only for his magic to fizzle out alongside all of his buffs.


Teleportation disrupted by Primal Regression!



Even touching Thalas interfered with Simon’s magic!

Simon frantically smashed Thalas’ face with his morning star again and again, breaking his nose and destroying an eye. The enraged Berserker responded by biting Simon’s arm, his teeth digging past the Overlord's armor and crushing his bones. Simon snarled in pain as Thalas ripped off his forearm, right as the Overlord’s poisonous blood started melting off his half-brother’s cheeks.

With no other choice left, Simon struck Thalas’ face with his bloody stump. The poison within proved effective enough at melting the Berserker’s flesh, and Simon kept pressing even as his vision went white with sheer pain. Agonizing pain erupted in his stomach as his entrails burst from within and he stopped feeling his legs.

Yet Simon powered through. He pushed and pushed his poisonous, acidic stump through Thalas’ face, his flesh and brains melting off until Simon reached the tip of Meredith’s spear still stuck in his skull. The acid devoured this brutish beast of a man until his inhuman vitality finally gave up. The Berserker breathed his last with a half-melted skull, his death granting Simon a rush greater than anything he had ever felt.


Level 30 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage III (passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier III, but only those fueled by miasma.

Level 31 Overlord Perk: Warmonger IV (passive): You can wield all weapons with advanced proficiency (x2 damage, +10% crit). 

Level 32 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster II (Passive): You have learned to brew potions and slime creatures, but they must be infus–



The ground kissed him in the face mid-notification, ending his life in a flash of red.



The notifications continued to flow into his soul even in the darkness between life and death.


Level 32 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster II (Passive): You have learned to brew potions and slime creatures, but they must be infused with miasma. 

Level 33 Overlord Perk: Land of Darkness II (Passive): Your power twists plants within your domain. Plants within your Dungeon are corrupted with miasma and will slowly turn into monsters under your control. 

Level 34 Overlord Perk: Dreadful Aura III (Active): Your aura can induce bloodthirst rather than fear. You can change the ailment inflicted by your aura from Terror to Berserk at will. 

Level 35 Overlord Perk: Devil Brand IV (Active): You can mark a willing target with the Brand of Greed, granting them a Luck bonus, supernatural good fortune in matters of gambling and commerce, and the ability to turn lead into gold. In return, part of their wealth teleports to you on the first day of each month; if they cannot pay the tribute, they are cursed to turn everything they touch to gold until they can. This is a curse effect. 



Killing Thalas and Antonine had been a six-person job that cost over half the party their lives, but even the fractioned exp share had been enough to grant Simon multiple levels at once.

Would his half-brother have been happy with this outcome? Ending one of Simon’s reigns and finally murdering him in exchange for giving him six levels in death? Would Thalas have considered it an even trade?

Simon wasn’t happy in the slightest, however. He had already engineered Thalas’ death once at the hands of Vouivre, and though he had landed the final blow this time, it came at too high a cost and left him feeling hollow. Whatever pride he took in his victory dimmed when considering the pile of corpses it took to get there, his own included.

Only the Crimson Throne was happy with this outcome. Simon could sense its delight as it bestowed a new title upon him.


This is the eleventh of your Hundred Reigns. 

You have earned the title of Simon the Embraced.

The Embraced: You and a sworn enemy fell into death’s embrace together. Isn’t that romantic? Self-destruction spells or abilities leave you on the verge of death rather than killing you outright.



“Curse you,” Simon told his father as his spirit glared at the Crimson Throne. “Some rotten piece of you is still in there, isn’t it?”

He could have sworn the Crimson Throne smiled back at him with all of its rotten dragon fangs.

Simon woke up again in his bed, alone and with an intact skull. The phantom pain of his previously chewed off arm and broken back frayed his nerves for an instant. He stared at the ceiling as he recalled his death and the vast power Noble Class users could bring to bear.

Simon was sick of being killed, sick of watching his retainers getting killed again and again while he had to rely on them to survive, sick of living at the mercy of higher forces, sick of the pointless civil war tearing his homeland apart when it needed unity the most. A sense of rising disgust—towards himself or the world, he wasn’t sure—continued to build up inside his chest the more he replayed that final clash with Thalas in his head.

Something had to change.

Would anything change even if he put an end to the elven plot? It had fizzled out on its own in the reigns where Belzemine stayed at the castle, yet it didn’t stop Louis from sending his airships to bombard the Berwick Islands when he learned the Overlord was hiding there. Euphemia had also ordered Norbelle to push on with the Goetia Research Center’s attack in spite of Lauriane’s attempts to de-escalate.

The two imperial parties wanted a conflict, or at least the other’s subjugation. Frightwall’s destruction had only accelerated the inevitable. Only a powerful Overlord’s presence could keep them in check by design.

How will things unfold if I’m not here to change anything? Simon wondered. Who would win the civil war then? Would it somehow allow the White Unicorn to retake the west, or would one of the sides end it quickly enough to keep the empire in one piece in time to stop the Zodiac Parade? Perhaps letting this war unfold will help me understand how to stop it in the future. 

Even then, knowledge without power could only do so much. The elves were a problem, as was Vouivre, but the reign had put into perspective what kind of power each member of House Magnos could bring to bear and how few of them were willing to compromise. The more strength Simon himself could bring to bear, the better he could shape his ideal future.

One day, he would help Belzemine heal from her wounds, reward Leonard and Meredith for their loyalty, befriend Eole, protect Anna and Lauriane, and keep millions from perishing in an utterly pointless war.

But that would be in the future.

At that moment, Simon Magnos decided to disappear from the annals of history. He knew a place beneath everyone’s notice, and where he could level up the Overlord Class the way it was meant to be used. He would swallow his disgust for the cruelty his Class demanded for the sake of gaining the strength to do good in a future reign.

His family needed an Overlord to keep itself in check?

They would get it in time.



“A trip to Telluria?” Lady Shabram asked with a frown once he finished explaining his plans. “Isn’t Your Majesty planning to go there in a few weeks?”

“Time is of the essence, and most importantly, I do not want anyone to track me down,” Simon replied. “I must meet with people I require there, then travel to Magvolia undetected.”

Duchar’s last-minute betrayal stung. Part of Simon couldn’t entirely hold it against the dark mage to prioritize his daughter’s safety over his employer, and he understood that not everyone could be as loyal as Leonard and Meredith, but bitterness still swelled in his heart. While he couldn’t call Duchar a friend, Simon did somewhat trust him.

Duchar had served him well and Simon still needed him, so he would simply keep in mind how much he could push the mage and adapt accordingly… but he would not forget either. He wouldn’t delude himself into thinking their alliance was little more than a business transaction from now on, the same way he wouldn’t trust Lorimor to be on his own ever again.

“I see,” Lady Shabram said upon sitting on her desk. “I must warn Your Majesty against taking their assigned retainers with them if they intend to stay anonymous, however. They won’t be able to resist the urge to contact friends or family forever.”

“I know.” Simon also feared that someone might try to cast a divination spell on those two. The Overlord was immune to detection, but not his followers. Meredith and Leonard were nobles, but the likes of Duchar or Cassandra wouldn’t register on anybody’s mind. “I’ll only take two slaves with me, and release one before leaving for Telluria anyway.”

Like in the last reign, Simon had declared Casval Ashmodai heir in the testament again to ensure Vouivre would find herself on the backfoot—she was the only side of the conflict Simon wanted dead at all costs—and had given himself slaves as an inheritance.

Simon intended to release Eole and send her on her way, since he knew she would never agree to go along with his plan and would be better off returning home. Lorimor would serve in another capacity. Simon had already grilled him on Crestone creation, and his usefulness would come to an end with the Vernal Equinox.

He would be sure to bind and gag him this time.

“Good. I do have one last cause for concern.” Lady Shabram crossed her legs. “I admit that my failure to identify the Malphas as agents of the White Unicorn fills me with shame, but is Your Majesty certain I shouldn’t arrest them? Taking Elaine Malphas by surprise will be easier than taking down her father, and feeding her to Gourmand would let us glean useful information.”

“I have taken other measures to ensure that the Malphas problem will solve itself on its own, so you are not to interfere with those two directly in any way.” It frustrated Simon to leave Belzemine behind in Castle Frightwall, but it was the only way to ensure the elf attack failed until they figured out how to neutralize the spell. Moreover, she wouldn’t heal where he intended to go. “Instead, I want you to keep a very close watch on them and all their warehouses. I want to map out their entire network and find out how they can telegraph their castle-destruction spell. We will keep in touch through my Brand of Sloth.”

“If Your Majesty wills it. I will ensure you disappear without a trace until your return. Lady Lauriane will no doubt ask questions, but I can convince her I sent you away for your own safety.” Lady Shabram raised an eyebrow. “If you don’t mind me asking, why leave for Magvolia specifically?”

“There is a great evil slumbering there, and I intend to put it in its proper place,” Simon replied with determination. “Under my heel.”

And he would do that without ‘killing’ anyone.

  

    
        Chapter 52: The Season of the Minotaur (1)

    
    
    
    
  Simon ensured that he settled all of his affairs before leaving Frightwall.

He first released Eole after warning her about Vouivre to ensure she wouldn’t return to Telluria. That meeting was a bit tenser than its previous iterations because Simon didn’t ask her to come with him, nor did he entertain the idea of going to her people’s Sanctuary in the sky. Tellingly, while she thanked him for her release, she didn’t offer him a feather as a token of friendship this time. Perhaps she could sense he was about to do something she would never agree with, or the wall Simon intentionally put between them.

It pained Simon to let her go like that, but he would rather have her leave as a stranger than as an enemy. He hoped to have the luxury of befriending her again when he had the power to do so without consequences in a future reign.

Afterwards, Simon took care of removing the backdoor in Belzemine’s slave brand on his way out. He simply didn’t have the heart to leave her in that state or to give Vouivre the slightest possibility of controlling her again.

Of course, he did so very ‘gently’ by reminding her he intended to keep her as his slave rather than free her.

“A sabotaged Brand of Pride is of no use to me, and it annoys me to see you bear the heraldry of masters other than me,” he told her when he stripped her of her former slave mark and bestowed his own in return. “I shall bestow other bindings on you until the day I can grow strong enough to reapply the Brand of Pride on you myself. Lady Shabram will provide you with fake ones so no one may see the switch.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Belzemine replied obediently. She was clearly uneasy about losing the Brand of Pride, but as sad as it sounded, being reminded that he still considered her his property brought her relief.

“You are to remain here and act as if this meeting never happened and hide the Brand of Pride’s absence until my return,” Simon ordered her. “You shall feign ignorance and pretend you have no knowledge of who the Overlord is. Some of my enemies may try to contact you. Act with them as you would normally.”

“I…” Belzemine looked at him with confusion. “I do not understand, Your Majesty.”

“I am not strong enough to claim the Crimson Throne yet. I need to gather more strength in secret first, so for now, all must believe the Overlord is gone.”

“I could come with you,” she insisted. “I can protect you. No man will harm you in my presence.”

Tell that to Thalas and all the others. “Believe me, you will serve me better by staying here and pretending everything is normal. I trust you to handle things on your own according to your own initiative until the day I return. It is that simple. As far as the world is concerned, everyone must believe the Overlord is missing, and Simon Magnos had nothing to do with it.”

The truth was that Simon had no idea what exactly unfolded between her and the Malphas family, although he had his suspicions, and he was wary of giving her more directions than he already had.

“But…” Belzemine grew more and more uneasy. “I… my place is at your side. What am I supposed to do in your absence?”

Simon took a deep breath and steeled his resolve. “Agnes, I need you here,” he said, hating every word coming out of his mouth. “So long as those brands burn on your skin, you belong to me unto eternity. You would not disappoint me by disobeying, would you?”

Belzemine straightened up, all hesitation gone from her face and replaced with her stone mask of stoicism. “No, Your Majesty. I would never disappoint you.”

“Then keep my secrets and act as you would under my father’s rule, and all will be fine until my return.”

Simon knew that was an empty promise, and he wished he could have taken her with him, but Agnes Firewand’s absence would bring too much attention from both the elves and imperial factions. He trusted Lady Shabram to take care of her in the meantime. He had extensively briefed the spymaster and intended to keep close tabs on her for this entire reign.

Their last meeting before his departure was also the best occasion for Simon to ask a question that had been on his mind for a while.

“The location of all Noble Crestones which the empire has yet to acquire, and intel on their holders?” Lady Shabram smiled at his request. “Is Your Majesty planning to go on a hunt?”

“Perhaps,” Simon replied. The Seasonal Key ritual should keep him busy this year, but he had a Devour Crestone Perk slot to fill. His clash with Thalas, Norbelle, and Antonine had convinced him that Noble Crestones had much to offer him. He might as well start looking into those outside the empire. “I know where the Paladin and Librarian are, but the rest elude me.”

“The Librarian?” Lady Shabram whistled with curiosity. “Color me surprised, that information eludes even me. Where is it, if I may ask?”

Simon shuddered upon recalling his ancestor. “In the hands of a level 100 lich, who we should not bother in any way.”

“Oh…” Lady Shabram was rarely rattled, but that information did seem to briefly disturb her. “I see. Yes, I can see why Your Majesty would want to focus on easier prey…”

“And the other Noble Classes?” Simon asked.

“I will not lie to Your Majesty, there are many reasons why certain Crestones remain out of our grasp. They have found their ways to dangerous holders more often than not, and while none are as powerful as the Librarian, I would not underestimate them either.” Lady Shabram removed files from her bookshelf and handed them to Simon. “As you probably know already, Queen Remedia of Cocagne is the Mage, and her consort, Lord Filip, is the current Ranger. The queen is estimated to be between levels 65 and 75, and her husband to be between level 45 and 58, according to our experts. We hope Lady Norbelle’s engagement will allow us to sneak in operatives that can ascertain their threat more closely and hopefully bring the holders into the imperial fold.”

Simon flipped through the files and read the information gathered on Cocagne’s leadership, which included both their recorded Perks, spells, and other critical pieces of knowledge like their psychological profiles and personal histories. He would have much to read up on during this reign.

“The current Rogue is suspected to be a mysterious mastermind known as the Prince of Spiders, who leads an international criminal ring called the Cobweb,” Shabram added, confirming Simon’s suspicions. “While their identity, level, and location remain unknown—if they are even a single person—we have singled out operatives that can provide that information under duress.”

“One of them is nicknamed Silk, I would assume?” Simon guessed.

“Your Majesty is well-informed,” Shabram complimented him. “We think she’s both the organization’s underboss and a level 60 Assassin constantly on the move. She would make for a dangerous foe, but imperial intelligence has been careful to cultivate alliances of convenience with the Cobweb in the hope of eventually identifying their leader.”

Level 60. Simon had pegged Silk to be of a high level, but not that high. She could probably pick a fight with some members of House Magnos, and her employer had to be stronger still.

Silk is in touch with Odette Kano, Simon thought. As much as he disliked the Cobweb for their treacherous ways, forming a business relationship with them in Whispermire might let him learn more about the organization and its leader. I’ll unravel that spider’s web one strand at a time. 

“The current Necromancer is the newest self-proclaimed pirate king of Portempête in Valne, the vampire Amadeus Voltobauta,” Lady Shabram said. “Estimated to be around level 50 with secondary Artificer and Raider Classes, he commands the largest private fleet prowling the Dragonsea from his ship, the Ravenous.”

“I think I’ve heard of him,” Simon recalled from his memories in Valne. One of his raids had cost the Septic a lot of money. “He’s a plague on transcontinental shipping.”

“Indeed. The League of Valne barely tolerates him because they need his might to repel us, but we hope to inflame tensions until we can lure him into a trap.” Lady Shabram flipped some pages of Simon’s files and stopped on a drawing of a woman with silver hair. “The last known Adventurer is a Lorean woman called Alcyone Hyades… but true to her Class, her wanderlust keeps her constantly on the move. She’s been in contact with both Voltobauta, Ser Richard of Lore, the current Paladin suspect, and the Crafter.”

“Ser Richard isn’t the Paladin,” Simon corrected her. Shabram was well-informed, but still fallible. “He’s a decoy for Alphonse, his son.”

“Truly?” Lady Shabram immediately noted the information in a file. “I will keep that in mind. Planting spies around the family has proved exceedingly difficult due to Lore’s dedication to the White Unicorn and the Oracle’s meddling. In any case, Alcyone was last seen visiting the Crafter in Muse two months ago and buying herself an airship to become the world’s first ‘sky pirate’ as part of some bet with Voltobauta.”

Simon scoffed. “A sky pirate? What, she raids airships in midair?”

“Or she plans to, at least.” Shabram chuckled. “Unfortunately, that’s when we lost track of her. Her current whereabouts, if she is even still alive, are currently unknown, but reports put her at around level 75.”

So, out of Simon’s league, even if he managed to find her. He wasn’t sure if it would be worth the effort anyway, considering he already had an exp-boosting Perk from the Adventurer’s Vassal Class anyway. “What of the Crafter?”

“The last holder of the Class was Carlo of Muse, the country’s chief artificer,” Lady Shabram said, hesitation breaking through her voice. “However, the man hasn’t left his Mechanical Tower in over forty years and interacts with the republic only through a few carefully selected apprentices and constructs, so I cannot confirm if he is still alive or if somebody else secretly replaced him.”

“Truly?” Such a gap in intelligence surprised Simon, especially considering his father’s knowledge. “Have we found no way inside the tower?”

“We’ve tried, but everyone who approaches the tower too close without permission ends up shot at with a magical weapon by a mysterious sniper. Even Rogue-type Vassal Classes have failed to break inside.”

Oh.

Oh, that explained some of Balzam Magnos’ deaths, then…

“The only people allowed inside the tower are the Crafter’s apprentices, and those go through an incredibly difficult selection process,” Shabram added. “Our attempts to infiltrate or bribe our way into that group have proved fruitless so far, and His Late Majesty told us not to bother. His plan was to crash an airship into the tower’s base during an invasion of Muse, watch it collapse, recover the Crafter Crestone from the debris, and then salt the earth behind us.”

“A rather radical solution to the sniper problem,” Simon replied dryly, with Shabram smiling back at him in response. “Which leaves the Oracle and the Beast.”

Lady Shabram’s smile faded away. “The Oracle of Illusea has been her eponymous Crestone’s wielder since before the Doom. She is confirmed to be one of the few individuals in history with a level 100 Class, and Your Majesty’s predecessors have managed to compile or infer many of her abilities over the ages, but all attempts to even infiltrate the elven empire have been met with immediate failure due to her foresight. As for the Beast Crestone, we suspect it to be hidden somewhere in Telluria. We have compiled a list of tribes whose chieftains could provide us with intel about its whereabouts and thoroughly investigate all rumors, but nothing specific yet.”

Simon pondered that information. The Beast was the ancestor of all ‘monstrous’ and shapeshifting Classes. Mr. Adrissant even mentioned that it might have contributed to the rise of the Shifter Tribes in ancient times.

Do Vouivre and Casval know about its location? They showed no hint of it in previous reigns, but they had been plotting against the empire for years, and Simon still had no clear idea how they could shapeshift into humans in the first place. Could that power be connected to the Beast Class? 

He had so many leads to pursue, and thankfully plenty of time left to do so.

“My sincere apologies for these gaps in information, Your Majesty,” Lady Shabram said demurely. “I would have hoped to greet you with complete reports on all the Noble Class wielders.”

“Don’t sell yourself too short. You already gave me more than I expected.” Compiling so much intel on high-level people capable of escaping the Overlord’s grasp must have taken immense efforts and decades of investigation. “This intel will not be wasted.”

“I live to serve.”

Did she? Even now, Lady Shabram refused to tell Simon why she served the Overlord unless he openly took the throne. He was pretty sure she was loyal to the position, having consistently served him in the last two reigns, but he could tell she was keeping cards close to her chest.

Oh well. So long as she remained loyal, he could give her leeway.

“You would be wise to leave the castle a few days before the elven spell’s deadline,” Simon warned her. He had no intention of letting Antonine de Shax recover her Crestone from Frightwall’s ashes. “Even if all goes to plan, I cannot confirm the attack’s failure until the date has passed.”

“Your Majesty need not worry,” she promised him. “I assure you that I will correct this elven conspiracy oversight. They will have nowhere to run or hide.”



After that final meeting with Shabram, Simon departed on a nondescript train to Telluria in secret.

He spent the trip coaxing the secrets of Crestone creation out of Lorimor. The man’s knowledge was limited to the Scholar, since the Stone Muse only showed him that Class’ schematics in telepathic visions, but he helped Simon understand the underlying theory. As Lauriane told him in the previous reign, it was mostly a matter of finding manaliths of sufficient purity and then inscribing specific magical scripts onto them. The process itself was painstakingly precise and had to be done by hand.

All in all, Simon was certain he could craft Vassal Crestones himself, given time, should he obtain the necessary materials and schematics. Hopefully the Stone Muse would have more of the latter to provide, and he knew who else could supply him with pure enough manaliths.

Once they arrived in Telluria, Simon immediately went to visit Duchar and Cassandra before explaining to them the situation. Obviously, the old wizard couldn’t contain his curiosity when told of the Stone Muse.

“An archfiend-possessed dryad lurks in Magvolia?” Duchar’s eyes gleamed with immense interest. “And Your Majesty wishes to bind her with the Seasonal Key ritual?”

“I sense your interest, but little surprise,” Simon noted. He had expected a bit more disbelief from his part when he showed up at his door with plans for a dark ritual right after communicating with him through the Brand of Sloth for a mere few days.

“Your honorable father would always show up at my doorstep with new projects or rare artifacts, so I have come to expect the unexpected,” Duchar replied with a shrug. “I assume this ritual was something he planned to do before his demise and entrusted you with, Your Majesty?”

“Yes, indeed,” Simon lied, going along with his assumptions. “Certainly a wizard of your caliber wouldn’t miss out on this opportunity. Moreover, I have gained powerful Overlord Perks that people like you and your daughter could help me refine, such as the ability to bind souls into miasma gemstones.”

“I do not doubt Your Majesty’s generosity, but the Seasonal Key ritual will take an entire year to complete…” Duchar hesitated, torn between his hunger for knowledge and domesticity. “We would have to leave Telluria behind, including the archive and my laboratory…”

“We will seal this place to ensure no one can break into it, and I can offer you other facilities where you can continue your experiments on a much grander scale,” Simon reassured him. The Halls of the Minotaur would serve as an incredible base once refurbished. “An entire Dungeon with more miasma than a necromancer would know what to do with, and where the dead rise at will.”

Duchar’s expression reminded Simon of a bear who had taken a furtive bite from a honeycomb. He tried to watch out for the bees, but the honey was too sweet to resist.

However, Simon could tell that something bothered him about leaving Telluria for a long period of time. It couldn’t have been the region, since the man didn’t strike him as the kind to grow sentimental over a place, and the archive could be sealed beyond anyone’s ability to detect. What else could hold him back?

Cassandra cleared her throat. “We can bring Hector with us,” she said softly. “The ambient miasma ought to improve his health.”

“Hector?” Simon’s head perked up upon remembering the name. “Your brother? Isn’t he dead?”

“He is,” Cassandra replied softly, as if that didn’t mean anything.

It was then that the truth finally struck Simon like a bolt of lightning, and he figured out why Lauriane treated the old necromancer with such disdain.

“Show me,” he ordered them.

Duchar held his gaze for a moment, then sighed in surrender. “Very well. Perhaps Your Majesty could cure him.”

The old necromancer guided Simon and Cassandra into the depths of his workshop, where his murdered son lay to rest in a nine-foot-tall coffin almost too small for him, right next to a double-edged axe too big for any normal human to wield.

Hector Honorius was an abomination.

His head was somewhat normal, being that of a man with wholly grey hair, a square jaw, and a heavy nose seemingly deep in slumber… except for the enormous screw on both sides of his head keeping the skull in place, and the stitches binding his throat to a neck that certainly didn’t belong to him. His body was an amalgam of body parts bound together with thick string, wire, and metal staples. A Crestone was encrusted on his massive, bare chest, and everything below the belt was covered in black pants and boots. His limbs were so thick, Simon suspected they had been taken from orcs and ogres rather than humans.

“As you can see, Your Majesty, my son suffered a debilitating injury in Lady Lauriane’s service,” Duchar said coolly, as if death was nothing more than a bruise. “I managed to save him by stitching his head onto a new body capable of sustaining his brain without causing further rot.”

“You turned him into a flesh golem,” Simon realized. He should have been horrified, but after everything he had seen in Duchar’s archive and the horror lurking below the Berwick Islands, he could only muster a slight sense of disquiet. “Why is he slumbering?”

“Because Hector is… volatile in his current state,” Duchar confessed. “He gets along with other undead just fine, Your Majesty, and he can behave for a time, but… there is something about the living that eventually infuriates him. I’m afraid to say he terminated our last maid’s contract–”

“He killed her,” Cassandra corrected him bluntly.

“Temporarily incapacitated her biology,” Duchar insisted in an attempt to soften the blow. “Since then, he asked to be kept in stasis out of fear of harming Cassandra and I. I have been trying to fix him since.”

A great many things about the Honorius family’s obsession with necromancy began to make sense now. Balzam Magnos had to have known this. He must have promised them knowledge and resources to heal their kin in return for their loyalty and silence.

“What level is he?” Simon asked, his eyes lingering on his Crestone. “And what is his birth sign?”

“A level fifty Executioner, born under the sign of the Twins, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied with sisterly pride. “Hector is a peerless warrior.”

And too high-level for Simon to bend to his will with his Perks just yet. Waking him up now would be a mistake if he was truly predisposed towards harming the living in his current state. But then again, Simon’s brands, resources, and crafted items might eventually mitigate those bouts of insanity.

At least he wasn’t born under the Minotaur’s sign. Allowing an archfiend to possess such a powerful warrior would have ended in disaster.

“Can you keep him under control?” Simon asked Duchar.

“My son will not wake up unless I speak a command word,” the old mage reassured him.

That would explain why they didn’t take this golem with them in the last reign. They had expected a shorter trip than a year-long vacation and thought he could simply take a long nap without their supervision.

“Then let us take him with us to Magvolia, alongside everything we need,” Simon decided. “Take everything you require for at least a year. We will not return until then, and I foresee a great conflict will engulf these lands soon, so we will need to seal the entrance behind us. You may not be able to come home safely for a very, very long time.”

Simon briefly thought about leaving a Dungeon crystal there to ensure he could teleport back to the archive in a pinch, but decided against it. Besides the fact that Duchar apparently kept teleportation gems to return there as a contingency anyway, Simon had another place to claim.

An Overlord needed a seat of power worthy of his Class to level up within, not a hidden basement.
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  Simon spent the trip to Whispermire learning his first Tier III spell: Cursebound.

It was by far his most versatile spell yet, and the one that would take the longest to master. Whereas previous curse spells focused on inflicting a temporary ailment or debuff, Cursebound applied a permanent malediction at the cost of the caster being forced to include an escape clause. It also required touching the victim, which could make it impractical in combat.

In return, Cursebound was extremely versatile and could induce a multitude of nefarious effects, from massively debuffing stats, inflicting a horrifying hunger for human flesh, turning people blind or sterile, wracking them with pain, inciting animals to hate them, or even applying Anti-Heal effects. In fact, it was so versatile that dark mages had compiled entire books of potential curses.

“And you say I can forgo the escape clause if I weave the curse into an object?” Simon asked his teachers during the carriage trip. He, Cassandra, Duchar, and Lorimor all shared one, while a second carried most of their belongings and Hector’s coffin.

“Technically, there is one: getting rid of the object,” Duchar explained. “It is quite the clever loophole, I’m sure Your Majesty will agree.”

“Indeed it is,” Simon replied as he considered the applications. “And since Cursebound weaves stronger curses, this will let me empower items even further.”

Cassandra nodded. “And Your Majesty’s crafting Perk is already much stronger than most crafting Classes.”

“How so?” Simon asked in confusion. “I thought the Witch Class let you brew potions as well.”

“Crafted items are usually classified by the System into different ranks of quality and power from E to S, with E being non-magical objects and S being artifacts of immense power,” Cassandra explained. “Most crafting-related Classes, my Witch Class included, unlock those tiers over time. My knowledge is currently limited to C-rank potions or fetishes, for example.”

“But my Perks don't mention anything about rank limits,” Simon replied before quickly catching on. “Ah, I see how it is. I can craft items of any rank or quality, but at the cost of them requiring miasma. I have traded versatility for depth and power.”

“You are the Lord of Dark,” Lorimor praised him obsequiously. “I cannot wait to see the Dark artifacts you will forge in pain and sorrow.”

“There is another thing I wish to test out.” Simon opened his palm and manifested the Brand of Greed. “This particular mark will bring luck, good fortune in commerce, and the ability to turn lead to gold on the person I bestow it upon, at the cost of a fraction of their wealth being teleported to me on the first day of each month. Those who cannot pay the tribute will be cursed to turn all that they touch into gold until they gather the necessary funds.”

Duchar immediately noticed the obvious issue. “How much wealth are we talking about?” he asked with curiosity. “Would it be a fraction of the total wealth? Would it only claim money, or do other assets also count? How would the curse even determine their worth?”

“I do not know, and I would like to find out,” Simon replied, his gaze focused on Cassandra. “I was told you financed your household by selling potions and items.”

“I would gladly test out the brand for Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied, anticipating his demand by raising her sleeve. “I have already accepted three of your marks. One more won’t hurt.”

“Thank you,” Simon said as he marked her. “I will remove it should it prove a burden.”

“If I may ask, Your Majesty…” Cassandra cleared her throat. “If you didn’t kill your father, how is it that you seem to have so many Perks?”

Simon scowled. Her question raised a new issue: how could he explain his sudden jump in strength? From their point of view, he had become rather powerful in the Overlord Class mere days after his predecessor perished. Anathemic Secrecy could hide his stats, but anyone with a brain could somewhat assess his level from circumstantial evidence.

“My father left me with victims to slay to level-up quickly,” Simon replied, which wasn’t even a lie considering Lorimor had been one of them. “However, my Class can only thrive in a particular environment. I require a seat of power, lordship, and subjects, which this place ought to provide.”

Speaking of subjects, they had come close enough to the Darkwood that he could feel the Muse’s caress in his mind.

“I sense you… you scion of the Minotaur,” she said through telepathy, causing Cassandra and Lorimor to perk up; the former with surprise, the latter with zeal.

“I am no scion, cursed muse of the woods,” Simon replied imperiously, his response taking the corrupted dryad aback. “I am the Lord of Dark, who has come to answer your call. Your freedom I shall grant, and your vassalage I demand.”

His words echoed through the brands he had placed upon his retainers, his power reverberating until it shocked the Muse into spooked submission.

“You… you have come for me? To free me from these stone shackles?” she asked, her surprise swiftly turning to joy and enthusiasm. “How sweet, how delightful! Come to me, my lord, to behold my beauty, and unto marriage we shall be joined!”

“Gather your creatures in your hall, so I may bestow upon them gifts and powers worthy of their new master,” Simon ordered. “These times of idleness are at an end. Our labor will begin as soon as I arrive.”

“Yes, my lord wrapped in shadows! I cannot wait to see you, my twisted love!” 

“I heard her in my mind,” Cassandra muttered to herself. “She sounds so… old and worn.”

“Her vessel is rotten, but soon she will rise again, with barkskin fresh with blood!” Lorimor ranted, to Duchar’s annoyance. “What a day it will be once she blesses us all with her radiance again!”

“You will be an instrumental part of that, I assure you,” Simon said before bestowing him with an item he had crafted on the way here. “This is a Ring of Fiendmask I have crafted for you. It would do us no good if you were recognized around town, Lorimor, so this will help you hide easily enough. You will also lend me your Crestone. I have an urgent need for it, and I will have you craft others anyway.”

“Your Dark Majesty honors me beyond words,” Lorimor replied obsequiously as he traded away his Crestone. While it reduced his overall usefulness, it would also mostly defang him and ensure he didn’t do anything overly stupid.

Duchar observed everything with a cool, calculating gaze. He knew exactly who would be their first sacrifice.

“I have a question, Duchar,” Simon said. “The ritual only requires the death of the sacrifice, am I right? Not his soul.”

“No, not at all. The ritual feeds on the mana released from the victim’s body on expiration and the symbolic energies harnessed from the act itself.” Duchar stroked his chin as he assessed Lorimor. “Oh, I believe I see what Your Majesty has in mind.”

“Would it work?”

“Mayhaps,” Duchar replied hesitantly. “Such a workaround has never been attempted to my knowledge, and we cannot exactly check Your Majesty’s theory in a controlled environment until the equinox, but I suspect respecting the letter of the ritual matters more than its spirit. The power is, after all, in the act itself.”

Excellent. If all went according to plan, Simon might find himself eating his cake without having to pay for it.

A suitable outcome when dealing with demons.



Simon immediately went to meet with Odette Kano once they arrived at Whispermire. Lady Shabram had arranged the meeting and Simon arrived cloaked in a Fiendmask, changing his blonde hair to black and the family’s telltale grey eyes to green. It might have been paranoid to change his appearance so much, but it was better to be safe than sorry since Lauriane might investigate this area.

“Greetings, Mr… Belias, was it?” Odette asked once she had invited him to her office and shook his hand. “An odd name.”

“I come from a place very far away,” Simon lied easily as he sat down. “Thank you for seeing me today. I am sure your schedule must be packed, especially with that Valne-run consortium pressing down on you.”

“Quite so.” Odette’s gaze sharpened immediately as she sat behind her desk. “A trusted contact of mine in the Historical Artifact Collection Department in the central government told me you were a man of influence with a business proposal? What brings you to Whispermire?”

Simon placed Lorimor’s Crestone on the desk.

Odette gazed at it for a moment. Although she didn't touch it, she clearly recognized it and tensed up.

“Is he dead?” she asked warily.

“Not yet.” She looked disappointed to hear that. “I have come to tell you that my thrall’s cultists will stop all attempts to kidnap your son as a gesture of goodwill.”

Odette’s expression turned into one of pure disgust. “You’re that thing’s emissary?”

“No,” Simon replied calmly. “I am her superior.”

She blinked. “Her superior?”

“Surely you humans understand the concept of hierarchy. If she were the equivalent of a marquise… I would be a duke.” Which wasn’t that far off from the truth. “My thrall has acted a little out of bounds lately, I won’t deny it, but I will personally put an end to her foolish indiscretions. I run a tight ship.”

Odette held his gaze, searching for any hint of deceit. “Prove it.”

Simon immediately activated his Fiendmask to transform into the same parody of demonic power he had worn in Valne to intimidate Septic. He grew wings, horns, and scales, and smirked at her with a ghastly smile of fangs.

Simon had considered how to introduce himself to Kano, having briefly toyed with appearing to her as a member of Imperial Intelligence or a mere wizard seeking to study the area… but he knew those lies would have been unsustainable. The civil war would cause Odette to wonder which side Simon was on, and the reports she would receive about the Darkwood would bring too many questions. He had decided he was better off being mostly honest and approaching her with a mix of honeyed promises and intimidation.

Odette hid her fear well. She was crafted from steel and was much more composed than the likes of Septic. “Powerful demons cannot survive long without ambient miasma.”

“Are you humans so foolish as to believe we wouldn’t find workarounds?” Simon shapeshifted back into his ‘human form.’ “Worry not, Miss Kano. If I wished to rip you apart limb from limb, I would have already done so. I am a civilized creature.”

“There is no such thing as a nice demon.”

“I never said nice, I said civilized. I prefer to settle things with a minimal amount of bloodshed, if any.” Simon clasped his hands. “Hence my presence here. I have a proposition for you.”

Odette scoffed. “My husband thought he could deal with a demon as well, see where that led him.”

“He was a fool and paid the price for it. I can tell you shall be a more useful partner.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” Odette’s jaw clenched tight. “I am not dealing with a demon.”

“Then why did you sign on with the Cobweb to supply them with elven artifacts? Or why did you close your eyes when your husband used your unsanctioned manalith mine to craft Crestones on your behalf?” Her stoic composure broke for a second. “Oh yes, Odette, I know everything. You are not afraid to deal with the Prince of Spiders, so why act so skittish with an archfiend? Unlike humans, we are actually compelled to honor the deals we make.”

Her hands tightened into fists. “What do you want?”

“A partnership. I have plans for these woods, and I need Whispermire’s authorities to cooperate. You can still play the adventurer-sponsor and pillar of your community so long as you remember to look the other way on occasion.” Simon leaned forward. “On any occasion I choose.”

“What plans?” she asked cautiously. She was a sharper knife than Septic.

“Nothing that will threaten your position and income,” Simon reassured her. He had a feeling that was what she cared about the most. “Yes, a few people will disappear now and then, and rumors might reach your ears, but surely this is nothing out of the norm here. Perhaps once we grow to trust each other more, I shall tell you the gory details and how you may profit from this endeavor.”

Odette considered his words thoughtfully. She was smart. Even if she thought she could survive a direct confrontation, she knew it would only take the truth about her dealings with the Cobweb and her unregistered manalith mine to come out for the authorities to shut down her operations. Demon or not, he held her by the throat and could force her into cooperation anyway.

She might as well profit from the situation.

“What’s in it for me?” she asked cautiously.

I have her. “I can offer plenty. Wealth, immortality, pleasure, foresight… even the secrets of the Crestones, so you can put that mine of yours and the Cobweb to work. I do not expect an answer now.” Though he already knew what it would be. “For now, take this Crestone as a token of my esteem, and an apology for the trouble my servant caused you. A businesswoman like you should benefit from Scholar Perks.”

Odette glanced at the Crestone, and then back at him. “How do I contact you?”

“You’ll just have to walk down your stairs. Some of my agents are going to rent rooms here for the foreseeable future, with access to a private workshop. All paid in full, of course.” Simon hoped to brand her in time to ease communications, but Odette Kano was no desperate old man on death’s door. She needed a little more time to think this through. “For now, all I ask is that you do not speak of my presence here to anyone… though I hope to be introduced to your Cobweb associates in due time. We can discuss future favors and payments later.”

Odette’s Midnight Market catered to every adventurer looking to conquer the Darkwood. Once he had her in his pocket, Simon would receive advance warning of any invaders seeking to conquer his halls and disturb his ritual. He just had to wait for her to come around to it.

Odette nodded sharply, her gloved hand warily seizing the Crestone and examining it. “My husband.”

“Yes?

“I want to be there when you kill him,” she said, so calmly. “I want to be sure.”

Simon smiled back. “That one will be on the house.”



Simon proceeded to rent a workshop and rooms for his retainers, mostly Cassandra. She wouldn’t set foot in the Darkwood—he didn’t trust the Muse not to try to take over her body if given the chance—and would serve as his main contact in Whispermire until he could find local recruits or earn Kano’s trust.

Simon entered the Darkwood with only Duchar, Lorimor, and a small cart holding Hector’s casket. It proved so heavy that Simon had to summon a few imps to drag it around to Carrock’s fairy ring. He then teleported into the Hall of the Minotaur, clad in the Overlord armor, to be greeted by a court of beasts, monsters, and demons.

“I have been waiting for you, my love,” the Stone Muse greeted him from inside her prison. The sanctum was more welcoming than last time, and a good three dozen monsters had gathered in her sanctuary to greet their new master. “Behold my court!”

Simon glanced at the creatures present, who all bowed in fear and awe from a combination of his Dreadful Aura and Unquestioned Ruler Perks.

Simon had to admit he was less than impressed. Besides the gargoyles, wraiths, and Carrock the treant—who was obviously unable to make the trip to the Halls of the Minotaur—most of the Stone Muse’s servants appeared to be mutated animals like direwolves and toadmen, shambling masses of vines, and even local imps. Hardly a mighty retinue, but Duchar had told him that the Darkwood’s local creatures would grow in power as months passed and more would settle into the area.

“I have come to claim you as my vassal in all things, and this place as my dominion,” Simon said as he walked up to the Muse, Duchar following closely behind with eyes full of curiosity. “In return for your complete and utter loyalty, I shall grant you your freedom, restore your faith, and break the seal that binds you.”

“Such a magnanimous trade I accept, oh Serpent-Bearer,” the Muse replied, her glare turning to Lorimor. “A sacrifice I already spy, a traitor who dares to stand in my presence!”

“Forgive me, Muse!” Lorimor begged for forgiveness on his knees, inviting the laughter of a few monsters in the crowd. “I offer my blood and flesh, nay, my very soul to your service!”

“Then redemption may still be within your grasp,” the Muse replied, maliciously leading him on. She patently refused to officially forgive him, so he could serve as a valid sacrifice.

“Our deal is sealed,” Simon said as he clenched his hand. The moment of truth had come. “Land of Darkness, the Abyss be my witness, I claim this land as my own dominion!”

The miasma in the air rippled like the sea when struck by a storm as an ebony crystal formed in his palm, rippling with power. The Minotaur’s stone shone brightly in response, resonating with its influence and causing the Muse to shudder. The creatures in the audience cowered and shrank in awe.

For a brief moment, Simon feared that his crystal would either shatter or destroy the seal holding back the Stone Muse… but that instant passed quickly as his will proved greater and the seal prevented its captive from interfering. A wave of darkness erupted from his newly formed Dungeon’s core and swiftly enveloped the Halls of the Minotaur in their entirety.

He immediately sensed old elven bones and adventurer corpses rising from their graves to serve him while his stats were bolstered. Hector’s casket stirred as its occupant appeared to briefly wake up, but his father whispered a few words that put him back into slumber. Spirits otherwise swirled around his floating crystal like moths to a flame.

This place would serve him, and him alone.

Claiming the Halls of the Minotaur as his Dungeon would serve multiple purposes. First of all, it would provide him with a mighty stat boost and improved defenses; second, it would let him teleport back here in a pinch; and third, the Land of Darkness Perk would slowly twist the plant life in the area into creatures under his control. With some luck, this would allow Simon to influence the Muse through her corrupted manatree in case the Seasonal Key ritual was ever disrupted.

“This place belongs to me now,” Simon declared before turning to Duchar. “Any change in the seal?”

“None that I can see,” Duchar replied after examining it with deep curiosity. “It appears to prevent Your Majesty’s crystal from interfering with the captive creature.”

“What frustration it is, to feel your power’s caress from inside this stony shell, yet be unable to embrace it!” the Muse complained.

Good, I suppose, Simon thought. He had feared the stat boost granted by his Perk would have resonated with the Minotaur or allowed the Muse to break free. We can proceed with the ritual then. 

Dozens of shambling skeletons and other undead animated by his power soon walked up the stairs to the sanctuary, each of them hungry for blood. Simon stopped them with a wave of his hand, then gazed at his gathered assembly of servants. A household of monsters and undead for a crumbling temple.

It’s a start, I suppose, Simon thought as he opened his palm and summoned his Devil Brands. “These are my marks, which shall identify you and others as my vassals, and bestow upon you powers worthy of my service,” he explained to his new troops. “Anyone who ventures close to these halls without one must be either captured or slain, preferably the former.”

Simon had spoken with Duchar and learned that each Seasonal Key sacrifice would likely produce a surge in miasma from the weakening seal, which meant outsiders were bound to investigate sooner or later. While the civil war ought to keep House Magnos occupied with other matters, they or other forces might turn their gaze to these woods.

In short, there would come a time when they would have to defend this fortress by force of arms. Marking multiple creatures with the Brand of Sloth would let him keep an eye on the entire Darkwood and gain an advanced warning system.

“You will dig up every corpse you can find in the woods and bring them here for immediate reanimation,” Simon continued. “Furthermore, you shall also begin repairing this crumbling ruin back to its former glory. I want all facilities to be functional by the time the Vernal Equinox comes around.”

And finally… There was something that bothered the Overlord in him about this sanctum. His Class’ instinct told him that a detail was missing about this place before he could truly call it his seat of power and gain experience from ruling it.

What more does it want? I have a castle-temple in the middle of cursed woods, a monstrous retinue, even an official demon consort. What else would an Overlord need to call this place home? Simon froze as the answer came to him in a flash of insight. Ah, I see. Yes, that’s indeed missing.

“One last thing.” Simon chuckled to himself at the irony of the situation. “Go fetch me a throne.”
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  And they did find him a throne. A living one.

True to its description, his Land of Darkness Perk was quickly infusing every plant within the Halls of the Minotaur with miasma and animating them, including a particularly ghastly black tree with shambling roots and branches that had human skulls hanging from them instead of fruit. No one knew how they ended up there, but they added a certain mystique that should frighten and awe in equal measure. Simon had his servants carve an oddly comfortable seat into its trunk and placed it in the Muse’s sanctum, with the sealed creature looming behind it. That ought to intimidate anyone visiting him.

Simon then proceeded to mark every creature brought to him with Brands of Sloth to widen his intelligence network, which taught him a few valuable things. First of all, Duchar’s earlier theory that it connected directly to the bearer’s soul proved correct, since he managed to apply it to bodiless creatures like wraiths or entities that couldn’t even speak, like those shambling vine creatures.

Second, non-sentient undead reanimated by his Perk within Dungeon couldn’t bear his brands, probably because they required a willing recipient and mindless automatons had no soul of their own by definition.

Third, the elven seal prevented him from branding the Stone Muse. Simon wasn’t all too surprised by that since the one they put on him in Valne cut him off from telepathically communicating with Belzemine, but that unfortunately removed another means of pressure on the mad dryad should the ritual go wrong. At least his Lovestruck title ought to let him redirect Ailments her way since they were now ‘engaged.’

Afterwards, Simon spent the better part of the month overseeing the Halls of the Minotaur’s repairs and mapping out every corner of it alongside the Darkwood, all the while keeping in touch with Cassandra and Shabram through their Brands. True to Leonard’s forays in the previous reign, the temple was four floors high and built atop a root overlooking a frog-infested, toxic swamp that used to be an elven settlement.

The first floor hosted most of the temple’s old facilities and workshops used by its deceased inhabitants; the second used to be the barracks housing the dryad’s Caretakers; the third, where the fairy ring was located, had been the luxurious home of the Muse’s consorts and favorite artists; and the fourth was the sanctum hosting the lady of the house herself. Simon had taken the third level as his own quarters while allowing Lorimor and Duchar to take over the first.

Most of the place lay in ruins, its shelves and furniture rotted by time, half the rooms having been buried under debris from collapsed ceilings, but it was easily defendable once properly manned and their large workforce quickly focused on the repairs. Moreover, it also contained many elven artifacts that could fetch a high price on the black market and help finance the reconstruction.

“Is there a treasury hidden somewhere?” Simon asked the Stone Muse. “Surely adventurers haven’t stolen everything.”

“Much wealth I have hidden for us to lavish in luxury, and many gifts I shall bestow upon you to celebrate our union,” the Stone Muse replied before craftily putting in her conditions. “Engagement demands a writ in blood.”

“Are you doubting my resolve?”

“Not at all, beloved,” she replied with a cackle. “But love is earned with deeds, not just words.”

In short, he wouldn’t see a coin until he sacrificed Lorimor on the Vernal Equinox. A pity, but not unexpected. “Then perhaps we can start by rebuilding your cult,” Simon decided. “How do you identify potential cultists?”

“I call out those who dream of a higher calling,” she explained with pride. “I visit lost souls who aspire to something greater in their sleep, clothed in my lost beauty, to find students I can inspire! Those who listen, I draw further into my embrace so that their faith might blossom!” 

So she could sense potential followers in Whispermire, then proceeded to haunt their dreams until they fell under her sway. An effective way to scout out new recruits for sure, but the process eventually caused its victims to become violently obsessed with the Muse, if Lorimor and the people who tried to kidnap Odette Kano’s son were any indication. She literally occupied their every sleeping moment.

Simon’s deal with the Muse required him to restore her faith, but he couldn’t allow her to drive innocent people insane like she did Lorimor. There had to be a way for her to develop a local following without turning them into violent maniacs.

Community… Maybe that’s just what these lonely people need. His time in the Berwick Islands had taught him much about cults and their rituals, whether it was the Church of Light or the Green Mother’s followers. Their followers formed a community with shared values, social events to reaffirm their faith, and traditions they held dear. They have a hole in their hearts that the Light cannot fill. 

“What did your worship involve?” Simon asked the Muse. “Did your followers have to follow certain tenets?”

“I guided the inspired into the forest, where they would frolic in the woods to celebrate love and life, singing sweet songs to the moon!” she ranted, her voice breaking with a relish and nostalgia. “They would give me trinkets and art to honor my beauty, and I would reward them with the forest’s bounty!”

Well, the orgy part ought to appeal to some crowds at least… All in all, her ‘traditions’ didn’t sound all that different from the typical dryad cult like the Green Mother’s. Yes, that’s it. I just need to create a typical dryad cult, without all the madness and bloody sacrifices.

“I have a plan to tighten the noose on Whispermire’s heart, but I require your entire cooperation,” Simon inquired. “Is there a relatively well-hidden place at the Darkwood’s edge? An area where the faithful could gather in secrecy without fearing monsters or miasma?”

“Yes, a clearing in the woods, guided by spiraling trails.” 

“Perfect. In that case, you will tell me the names of those who listened to your call, but you will no longer haunt their dreams.” That should avoid a plague of madness. “Your presence is too much for them to bear, so we must approach them more slowly. I will send messengers to communicate with them on your behalf until they become worthy of your direct attention.”

“Ah, you wish to proceed like a gardener, slowly nurturing seeds until they bloom into loving flowers,” the Stone Muse guessed with enthusiasm.

“Indeed. We will gather them at the clearing, where your…” Simon chuckled at the irony. “Your gardener will meet them there to reward their faith and trust.”



Convincing the Muse to go along with his plan was quite easy. She didn’t care all that much about what form her cult took so long as they adored her, so Simon had a lot of leeway when it came to organizing it.

Once that was settled, Simon telepathically contacted Shabram to keep himself updated on the situation in Castle Frightwall. Weeks had passed in the blink of an eye, and tomorrow was the deadline for the elven attack. How fast time flew when one was busy with menial tasks…

“I have finished mapping out all of House Malphas’ agents and assets in Marthrone,” Lady Shabram explained. “I believe I have also found the elves’ spell anchor.”

Now that was a big milestone. “What is it?”

“Marthrone itself.”

It took Simon a moment to gather the grim implications. “Explain yourself.”

“I have connected all registered shell properties associated with House Malphas’ network on a map, and it appears to form a rune of some kind spread across the entire capital and its lake, with Castle Frightwall being conveniently located in its center.” Although she remained as professional as ever, Simon could sense the edge in Shabram’s voice. “The design is so complex I am unsure how to disrupt it even if we were to totally destroy each of the locations, and I still do not understand how our foes will trigger it.”

“Is that a joke?!” Simon inquired in utter disbelief. “How did something so big slip beneath your notice?!”

“Some of the warehouses used to create the rune were built during Overlord Gargauth’s rule under multiple individuals unconnected to House Malphas. I strongly suspect that the Oracle spent over a century planning this strike and placing her pieces on the chessboard so subtly that none of us could notice it.”

The elves… the elves had booby-trapped their enemy’s capital right under their nose over multiple decades?

The Oracle’s degree of foresight was truly frightening. She had planted seeds knowing they would only bloom far into the future, trusting her immortality to keep the scheme afloat. None of Balzam’s notes mentioned the attack either, even if he had at least lived to see the Black Comet visit the world, which meant they had either cancelled the attack due to Belzemine’s presence or simply sat on their secret weapon until the Third Overlord perished.

There would be no way to counter the Oracle without the reigns, Simon realized. The elves’ combination of reach, foresight, and immense patience would have been too great to overcome otherwise. Is that why Mardok implemented the feature in the first place?

Simon would need to spend a reign infiltrating the elven conspiracy in the future. For all he knew, the planned bombardment was only one scheme among many. The Oracle had to have contingencies in place in case that particular attack failed.

“The Malphas intend to leave Marthrone tonight on a ship called the Mermaid’s Daughter,” Lady Shabram added. “I am certain they intend to confront Agnes Firewand within Frightwall at some point today, possibly to evacuate her.”

“Let them try, but have your agents observe them closely,” Simon ordered her. He knew from experience that this would somehow result in the attack’s cancellation, but the details eluded him. “Leave the castle at nightfall, just in case the attack happens anyway, and keep me informed.”

“I have already set up a safehouse for that purpose, Your Majesty. I will report anything new with haste.”

Good. All the pieces were in place now. Simon would finally learn what happened between the Malphas and Belzemine, while hopefully cancelling Frightwall’s destruction and delaying the civil war.

Once he had finished his telepathic meeting with Shabram, Simon then went to visit Duchar on the first floor. The man had the undead rebuild a destroyed workshop into a tidy laboratory housing shelves full of alembics, retorts, and other substances he brought with them from Telluria, alongside workbenches and biology diagrams on the walls. Half-finished meals were piled up near a simple bed. Duchar eschewed luxury and ostentation.

The necromancer was currently examining Hector, who lay tightly strapped on a stone slab. He was surprisingly awake, breathing in the ambient miasma and making heavy respiration sounds while at it.

“Ah, Your Majesty,” Duchar said. He had been in the process of removing the screws in his son’s skull and sealing the holes with an alchemical reagent of some kind. “Let me introduce you to my son, Hector. Hector, say hello.”

“Majesty…” Hector’s voice sounded surprisingly quiet for a giant golem of stolen flesh, almost gentle. “Who… are you?”

“Simon Magnos,” Simon introduced himself politely. “Lauriane’s brother.”

“Lady… Lauriane?” That brought a smile to Hector’s lips. “Is she… safe?”

“Yes, she is,” Duchar said. “Because of you.”

“I’m glad… but I never…” Hector let out a rattle. “Never… got to bring her… the vase…”

“The vase?” Simon Inquired.

“She likes flowers… I had a spiral vase… from Fablan…” He and Lauriane had been close enough for him to know of her gardening hobby. “My thoughts… incomplete… I have metal stuck in my memories…”

“This new mixture should help clear your mind, my son,” Duchar said once he finished sealing the holes in his child’s head. “I must say, I am very pleased with the quality of local ingredients. This wood’s flowers provide extremely rare solutions that would have cost a fortune to produce anywhere else. Your Majesty’s Dungeon also appears to stabilize his mind. He hasn’t been this lucid in weeks.”

“I have to ask...” Simon hesitated over how to word this as politely as possible. “Why is he so… so mismatched?”

“To my shame, I must admit necromancy was more of a side-project than a dedicated academic focus until my son’s… accident,” Duchar confessed before clearing his throat. “I had to operate on him in the field with the materials at hand.”

In short, it had been a desperate hack job. That probably explained the presence of ogre parts in the flesh golem’s construction.

“This is partly why I feel so enthusiastic about Your Majesty’s project,” Duchar admitted. “Refining the soul capture process would let me transfer him into a new, stabler vessel.”

“I can only bind souls of a lower level than me, and he is stronger,” Simon pointed out. “We could cheat by giving him a lower-level Crestone, but–”

“No…” Hector strained against his restraints all of a sudden, though not so violently as to startle Simon and Duchar. “No… I need… it was a gift… do not…”

“No one will take your Crestone away, my son,” Duchar reassured him. He patted the flesh golem on the head to calm him down. It was the first time Simon saw him act, well… fatherly. “I have waited years for a proper cure. I can wait a few more for Your Majesty to overcome my son in levels.”

Simon held his tongue. Hector’s current state reminded him of a sick patient suffering from dementia or another similar affliction. Duchar hung on to the hope that things would eventually return to normal, but Simon truly wondered if anyone could truly recover from being turned into a flesh golem. No Class could truly bring the dead back to true life, and he wasn’t certain the Overlord would be the exception.

“In any case, does Your Majesty have something in mind?” Duchar said, changing the subject. “As you can see, the workshop is now fully functional, so we can resume your crafting lessons.”

“Yes, I wanted to talk about that. One of my Perks–” Actually a title, “lets me craft traps, and I believe I could earn experience from them. I was wondering about setting up an acid pit trap somewhere near the entrance for added protection.” He had, after all, personal experience of its effectiveness. “Do you think we could produce some from the swamp?”

Duchar immediately opposed the idea. “I must strongly advise Your Majesty against building such a contraption.”

“Why? Because it would be too dangerous?”

“No, because we cannot reanimate the corpses for labor if the acid destroys them. It would be more humane if we could put their remains to use.”

Duchar Honorius, always a practical man.

“Moreover, Your Majesty’s Perks let them brew slime creatures on top of potions,” Duchar pointed out. “I would suggest brewing creatures that can serve as both guardians and assistants.”

True… and most would immediately fall under his control due to his Unquestionable Ruler. His Devil Forgemaster Perk’s instinct told him would need more material to create those, though, like cauldrons or chemicals.

He was wondering how to proceed when he sensed a voice at the edge of his mind trying to contact him through the Brand of Sloth.

“Your Majesty,” Cassandra said, sounding a little uneasy on her end of the line. “Miss Kano wants to see us… and she has brought a friend.”



Simon walked into Odette Kano’s office to find Cassandra and Silk waiting with her.

The Assassin didn’t bother with casual clothes like in the previous reign. She came dressed like the rogue killer she was, wielding both the grimoire encrusted with the Crab Zodiac miasma crystal and a sheathed blade. Although she remained seated in her chair, she appraised him from head to toe the moment he walked into the room.

“Silk, how good to see you,” Simon greeted her like an old friend, partly to mess with her. He hadn’t forgotten nor forgiven her organization’s betrayal in his adventurer reign. “Wait, my apologies. I have heard you go by Elsa Nightingale nowadays?”

Although Silk was composed enough not to be startled, Simon caught that brief flash of unsettling dread in her gaze. His knowledge of her alias had rattled her. “I do not remember meeting you, Mr. Belias.”

“Oh, you do not know me… but I know you.” Now, that ought to have unsettled her to her core. “I recall telling you not to inform anyone of my existence, Miss Kano.”

“You also said you wanted me to introduce you to my Cobweb associates,” Odette replied defiantly, her gaze turning to Silk. “So?”

“He’s too strong to dispatch without significant casualties,” Silk said. “Not worth the cost.”

“Plotting to kill me, were you?” Simon inquired while suppressing a smile. His Anathemic Secrecy Perk had let him edit his stats to appear as a powerful archdemon with a plethora of nasty abilities to call upon. He knew Odette Kano or Silk would try to assess him somehow at the first opportunity.

“We discussed the idea,” Silk replied bluntly before crossing her legs. She had some guts to stand up to someone she thought could probably kill her where she stood. “However, my employer is very curious as to why a powerful archfiend would be active in this backwater village… and rather intrigued by your offer of partnership.”

“What I do in the Darkwood is a private matter, and you would be wise not to dwell on it further.” Simon glanced at Odette Kano’s desk and spotted a lump of gold on it. “You already seem to have grasped what I can offer.”

“This used to be lead before your agent turned it to gold,” Odette Kano confirmed, though Simon had already been informed by Cassandra through telepathy on his way to the office. “It looks cursed to magical inspection, but appears otherwise indistinguishable from real gold.”

“It is gold,” Simon insisted. “And it is yours if you want it.”

“Fool’s gold is what this lump is,” Odette replied coldly. “Crafting counterfeit gold is a crime punishable by death.”

“But it is profitable,” Silk countered. “Magical inspections are rare. We could turn this gold into counterfeit coinage and ship it to Valne or Muse.”

As Simon had suspected, the Cobweb couldn’t care less about trading with a shady fiend so long as it helped the bottom line, and Odette Kano wouldn’t have set up this meeting if she hadn’t considered his proposal.

“There is more.” Odette Kano squinted at Cassandra. “Your witch has been selling magical items to adventurers and threatening my monopoly. I do not appreciate competition under my own roof.”

“Did you do that?” Simon asked Cassandra, feigning confusion.

“I did not seek them out,” Cassandra replied calmly. “Wounded adventurers came to me for healing potions upon realizing I was an apothecary by trade, and I supplied them with the extra ones I had.”

“Ah, of course,” Simon replied. “You see, I have blessed my dear Cassandra with supernatural luck in commerce on top of that whole gold transmutation power. Good deals simply come to her.”

Odette’s jaw clenched, her expression torn between cautious interest and disbelief. “That sounds far-fetched.”

“Is it? I could offer you the same blessing and let you see for yourself. It is the least of the gifts I can offer.” Simon seized a seat and slouched confidently. “As I’ve told you, wealth, youth, and pleasure are within my power to grant alongside the knowledge of how to create Vassal Crestones and cursed items.”

While Odette remained quiet, Silk probed for details. “What kind of Crestones can you make?”

“That would depend on the purity of manalith crystals I receive… and what you can offer me in return.” Simon joined his hands. “I have needs that your Prince of Spiders can satisfy.”

“Such as?”

“Fulfilling my cult’s demands and supplying them, so I can focus on more important things, and helping me locate certain objects I have been looking for.” This would be the occasion to fully assess just how far the Cobweb’s reach extended. “Like that crystal encrusted in your grimoire.”

Silk instantly tensed up. “You are quite the greedy fiend.”

“I offer much, so I expect just payment,” Simon replied with a smirk, knowing starting with an unreasonable demand would force her to negotiate down to something that would still be useful to him. “As for you, Miss Kano, I want you to cooperate with my followers to ensure your customers do not disturb me. I can crush unwelcome guests easily enough, but I have better things to do than to personally squash bugs all day. You will share information on them to my thralls to ensure they can be quietly dispatched.”

“This sabotage would cause a scandal and ruin my business if it comes to light,” Odette protested.

“Only if they survive to tell the tale,” Simon replied. “You are not liable for their safety, are you?”

Silk and Kano exchanged a glance. While Odette remained wary and cautious, a nod from her Cobweb associate tentatively reassured her. She wanted to make a deal, but feared doing so without any backup.

“Very well,” Odette decided. “A partnership it is.”

And so, Simon ‘Belias’ Magnos negotiated a devil’s joint venture contract with the Cobweb and Odette Kano’s Midnight Market.

They spent most of the evening discussing all the finer details of their new partnership, and Simon got most of what he wanted. Odette Kano refused to sell cursed items to customers out of fear of threatening her business when he proposed it, but agreed to provide information on adventurer parties attempting to explore the Darkwood, and she tentatively agreed to receive the Brand of Greed in the future after confirming its effects on Cassandra. Silk also agreed to supply his agents with whatever supplies they needed in return for custom orders, though she refused to provide information on her Crab crystal or any other without consulting the Prince of Spiders first. She also insisted that he sign a magical version of the final contract that would punish a breach with immediate damage, which Simon agreed to easily since his Treacherous Title would protect him from any penalty anyway.

All in all, Simon walked out of that meeting with allies in Whispermire’s key power structures and ensured the town would be under his sway from now on. He could feel the rush of experience filling his soul when he signed the contract. It wasn’t enough to gain a full level yet, but he knew it was just around the corner.

He thought his mood couldn’t get any better, until his connection with Belzemine snapped without warning.

It struck him in a flash, like a tense string binding him being cut and sending all the accumulated force back to him. He nearly stumbled in surprise as if he had been hit in the back of the head.

“Is something wrong?” Cassandra asked with concern once they walked out of the office.

“I…” Simon held his head as he suddenly struggled with a feeling of nausea and weakness. “I’m… not sure.”

He immediately feared Belzemine had been slain, but he didn’t sense her death or any pain through the bond the way Shabram’s demise had echoed through their bond. It was as if he had removed the brand himself, with a void replacing the previous connection.

Simon grit his teeth and focused on another agent. “Shabram?!”

“Your Majesty,” his spymaster answered instantly, her voice betraying a hint of unease. “Agnes Firewand has just murdered the Malphas’.”

Events had played out as Simon had suspected. “What happened?”

“The Malphas encountered Agnes Firewand in her quarters, with one of my spies listening from inside the chimney. He’s giving me his report as we speak. They spoke in the elvish language, and though I haven’t translated the full conversation yet, Illusea was clearly mentioned. According to my spy, they did something that caused her to lash out and incinerate them both before running away. “

“Run away?” Simon’s eyes widened in surprise. “She is alive? Are you sure?”

“Yes, she left the castle in a hurry. I’m having her followed as we speak, though I cannot say where she’s going yet.”

Belzemine was alive, but her connection with Simon had been cut off. He couldn’t sense the Brand of Sloth on her anymore, nor track her down, and he knew for certain she would never do that herself even if that was within her power, which could only mean one thing.

The elves had found a method of disabling Devil Brands.

  

    
        Chapter 55: The Season of the Minotaur (4)

    
    
    
    
  “Chaos Wave.”

Darkness rippled from within Simon’s palm before erupting out in a burst of purple energy. The wave reverberated across the air in a conic shape and pulverized the elven statue in front of him in a single violent impact. Its pile of debris joined the four others that had preceded it.

“My congratulations, Your Majesty,” Duchar said with a polite clap that echoed through the training chamber. “You have taken to the spell wonderfully.”

Simon clenched his fist. The Tier III Chaos Wave spell was his first truly offensive long-range spell since most elemental spells didn’t require miasma, nor came easily to him. Even Shadowchain mostly served to immobilize and hinder rather than hurt. 

He welcomed the opportunity to blow stuff up. It helped calm his nerves. 

The elven attack on Frightwall had been averted, like in all early reigns where he hadn’t taken Belzemine with him. The Malphas’ deaths were reported as an accident by imperial propaganda largely because neither faction had the necessary information to tell what had happened that night, and Shabram kept that information close to her chest.  

The spy report transcript she sent him recorded most of the Malphas’ conversation. They had introduced themselves to Belzemine in elvish as agents of Illusea and offered her to board a ship ‘home’ with them, mentioning that Frea, the Oracle, and her people were waiting for her. Belzemine had reacted with disbelief, at which point Elaine Malphas touched her and did something—the agent couldn’t see everything from his hiding place—that startled Belzemine and caused her an emotional breakdown. Simon was pretty sure this was the moment when they stripped her of her Brands.

She responded… poorly. 

It had been two days since that disaster. Two nerve-wracking days where Simon had to wait for Lady Shabram to track down Belzemine and give him a report on her whereabouts. He had no way to contact her without the Brand of Sloth, and he feared she was looking for him without truly understanding how to find his location.

At least no bombardment followed Belzemine’s escape. It indeed seemed that the Oracle had either decided to hold out on the attack until she could find agents capable of confirming Belzemine’s survival or location, or this spell could only be cast at a specific point in time. 

A little over a month has passed, and the empire is still at peace, Simon thought. I suppose that’s a victory.

A small pile of coins suddenly appeared at his feet in a flash of light, startling him. Simon and Duchar stared at it before immediately reaching the same conclusion.

“My daughter’s tribute, I would assume?” Duchar inquired with curiosity. 

“Seems so,” Simon replied. He sensed a small surge of experience following the tribute’s arrival, the same way branding new people granted him a little. He could tell the amount wasn’t much, but it was the push that finally let him level-up again.


Level 36 Overlord Perk: Devour Crestone III: You may consume a Crestone to absorb a Perk you have unlocked with its associated Class. The Devour Crestone III Perk then permanently turns into the newly absorbed Perk.



Oh, another Devour Crestone Perk. This left him with two unused slots now. 

Simon guessed it would be a good idea to track down the movement of Noble Class users as the civil war eventually unfolded. He doubted he would have the opportunity to seize one during this reign since the ritual required him to be close to the Minotaur fiend, but there would come a time when he needed to track those down. 

“Your tribute has arrived, Cassandra,” Simon informed the witch through telepathy. “How much did it cost you?”

“Your Majesty’s Brand took a hefty amount from my purse, but it wasn’t much when considering my other possessions,” Cassandra replied softly. “I would say it took a tenth of my entire wealth?”

A tenth? Simon wasn’t sure what to think of that. If the curse only took a fraction of the bearer’s total wealth, then a branded person should never have to worry about not paying the tribute, since they would only lose a percentage.

“Overlord Gargauth infamously extracted terrible tributes and crushing taxes across the empire during his rule, to the point that fiscal-related revolts were a common occurrence and greatly contributed to the Reformation’s success,” Duchar said when Simon discussed the subject with him. “The tax collectors answered directly to Overlord Gargauth and received a special slave tattoo as part of their office.”

“You think this was the Brand of Greed?”

“I suspect so, yes. Tax collectors had near-total freedom in how they exacted tributes, yet the amount infamously only ever went up. Historians pointed out that this rampant greed was utterly counterproductive since it slowed down the empire’s economic development and crippled its expansion. I always blamed it on Gargauth’s all-consuming draconic appetite for gold, but now I wonder if his tax collectors weren’t simply desperate to avoid the curse.” 

“So there has to be a catch,” Simon guessed. “The brand may never take less than the previous tribute to ensure the victim is compelled to gather more and more gold, or perhaps it increases over time.”

“We can check the tally from month to month to confirm this theory,” Duchar suggested, his gaze lingering on the pile of gold. “For now, the increase in wealth provided by the brand outweighs its cost. It may take time before the downsides become apparent.”

“If I may report another thing, Your Majesty,” Cassandra informed him through telepathy, “The shipment of manaliths and other alchemical supplies we requested has arrived.”

“I’ll return to town soon to recover them and return you your gold,” Simon replied. Nothing in the Brand of Greed’s description prevented him from doing so. “The full moon is upon us, too, so I will require your presence for our new cult initiation.”

“I hope there will be Witches among them,” Cassandra replied. “It would be nice to form a coven.”

Oh, right, Simon had heard that Witch Classes could grow stronger when gathering into covens. It let them cast spells together they couldn’t have used otherwise on their own. Come to think of it, he could easily use manalith crystals to create copies of Cassandra’s Crestone and provide her with assistants. 

Simon was considering how to proceed with this when he sensed another attempt at telepathic contact, one he had waited for with impatience.  

Shabram. 

“Your Majesty,” she said, her tone a little more subdued than usual. This immediately raised alarm bells in Simon’s mind.  

“Have you found Agnes?” he asked. 

“Yes, we have found her body.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest, his blood running cold in his veins. He nearly collapsed as the magnitude of the statement and its awful implications dawned on him. Belzemine…

Belzemine was dead? 

“Where?” Simon asked, his voice wavering even in his mind. Who would have dared? Louis? Euphemia? The elves? “How did this happen?”

“We found her in the Red Forest, next to the dead manatree’s husk.” Shabram hesitated for a moment, as if afraid of his reaction. “The wounds… appear to have been self-inflicted.”

The words rang in Simon’s head like bells, silencing his thoughts and leaving a gaping emptiness behind. He struggled to even articulate words in his own mind as the awfulness of the situation became clear to him. 

Belzemine had killed herself over her homeland’s tomb. 

Because he hadn’t been there for her. 

“Your Majesty?”

“...” 

“I do not think any of us could have seen it coming, Your Majesty. I did not imagine that she harbored those kinds of thoughts myself.”

“...” 

“... what do I do with her, Your Majesty?”

“... bury her near the manatree, with the rest of her community.”

“I shall.” Lady Shabram marked a short pause before continuing. “What should I do with her Crestones? Divination spells could track them down if I return them to you, but they are still precious.”

“Bury her. All of her.” Just the thought of looting her corpse made him sick. “Make sure no one finds her resting place.” 

“Very well. I have other things to report, but that can wait until tomorrow.”

Simon didn’t bother answering her. He cut the communication and found himself alone in his own head again. 



Simon was in a dark mood the whole day.

He returned to Whispermire to find that Silk and Odette Kano had fulfilled their end of the agreement, supplying him with alchemical tools he required to improve his workshops and craft potions, slimes, and other items. They also delivered a crate of manaliths extracted from the secret mine. 

The crystals’ quality varied greatly. Kano’s workers didn’t have the expertise required to assess their purity, so most of the shipment barely reached seventy percent purity—a far cry from the ninety percent needed to craft a functional Crestone. Nonetheless, there should be enough to create one or two of them. 

Simon currently had access to four Crestones schematics: the Scholar, which Lorimor had memorized, Cassandra’s Witch, Duchar’s Warlock, and Hector’s Executioner. He had also sent out his thralls to search all of the Darkwood for any Crestones dead adventurers might have left behind in the forest. 

He could fulfill the Cobweb’s quota and keep a few of the Crestones for his own forces. Simon had no idea whether monsters could equip one—Hector and Elios Magnos at least proved that undead could—but it didn’t hurt to check. 

“What bothers Your Majesty?” Cassandra asked as they waited in the clearing under the full moon’s glow. True to the Stone Muse’s information, this relatively hidden area was located at the Darkwood’s edge, where miasma was so thin people could breathe it unhindered. “Something seems to trouble you.”

Was it so obvious? Then again, Simon had been rather quiet and terse today. It was difficult for him to focus as his thoughts always returned to Belzemine. 

What had he done wrong? Should he have given her orders to find him so she would at least have retained some hope and structure? Should he have had the Malphas killed on the day of the attack to ensure it didn’t go through? So much could have changed if he had just given the matter more thought.

And that knowledge only increased the burden of guilt crushing him. 

“It’s…” Simon cleared his throat. “A friend of mine… took her own life.”

“That is awful.” Cassandra held her tongue for a while, her hands joining. “Does Your Majesty wish to talk about it?”

“What is there to say? She’s gone, nothing can change that.” Until the day Simon perished and undid time, at least. Even if he intellectually knew he could change things in the future, it didn’t lessen the emotional weight of Belzemine’s demise in the slightest. “No word nor spell in my possession can bring her back.”

“Perhaps,” Cassandra conceded, before adding with much wisdom, “but guilt and grief weigh all the more on the soul when one has no one to share it with.”

Simon pondered her words for a moment. He had to admit that they struck a nerve. Holding on to these thoughts would only cause them to gnaw at him like worms on a tree’s roots. 

“Well, it’s… It is a long story.” Simon searched his words carefully. “Have you heard of Agnes Firewand?”

“Of course. She is a legendary archmage in the Overlord’s employ. Her story is well-known.”

“Not the gory details. I… I grew close to her during my time in Frightwall, enough that she told me her story.” It was only half a lie. “Mardok… Mardok did terrible things to her. He traumatized her.”

Simon recounted what he had learned of Belzemine’s life to Cassandra, from her childhood in the Red Forest to her past as a slave under the various Overlords. She listened in silence, and though she retained her composure, a scowl of pity soon formed on her face.

“–and that’s what Lady Shabram told me,” Simon concluded after recounting his spymistress’ report. “I didn’t think anybody could remove Overlord brands except the Overlords themselves, let alone the elves.”

“Neither did I,” Cassandra replied quietly. “I’ve never heard of such a technique. It must be a recent invention or require specific circumstances, or else the White Unicorn would have popularized it.”

“I should still have anticipated it when I learned the elves wanted to smuggle her out of Frightwall,” Simon replied, his voice breaking in his throat. “I… I saw how she nearly broke. I should have been more careful.” 

Cassandra’s expression darkened. “That woman suffered so much she had to take comfort in her own chains.”

“Yes,” Simon replied sadly. “And when they were taken away, she broke.”

Maybe Belzemine didn’t want to live in a world where her bindings could be removed. She nearly had a breakdown when Simon removed the Brand of Pride, even if he applied others. The knowledge that she could become condemned to freedom might have been too much for her in her current state of mind. And neither Simon nor Eole had been there to provide emotional support this time. 

Cassandra took a deep breath. “I cannot speak for the dead, Your Majesty, but I believe you might be mistaken.”

Simon scowled. “How so?”

“If she were afraid of freedom, she would have looked for Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied. “Yet she chose to return home, to reunite with her people rather than with the newest Overlord.” She looked up to the bloody red moon above them. “I think it was grief and guilt that guided her hand into death’s embrace, not fear.”

Simon’s jaw clenched as a horrible possibility came to mind. “They gave her a chance to return home and leave it all behind, but she refused it.”

“Yes.” Cassandra nodded with sorrow. “I think it is what broke your friend. The knowledge that the one time she had a true choice in four hundred years… she picked Your Majesty over her countrymen.” 

Belzemine had killed the only people in the world who had cared for her for an Overlord who left her behind, and the guilt consumed her. She had fled to the last place she had been happy to perish next to centuries-old graves. 

“Only the Necromancer could provide answers to our conjectures, Your Majesty, so it wouldn’t be good to dwell on this too long,” Cassandra said. “I am sure her soul is with her family now, and that she will be reborn free from pain.”

“Yes, I suppose that she’ll at least be free after everything she endured,” Simon replied, though it sounded hollow in his own throat. “You are wiser and more insightful than you let on, Cassandra.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied politely, her gaze turning to the clearing’s edge. “Our visitors are coming.”

Simon nodded, having been telepathically informed by the branded mutated animals and monsters he had sent to escort the ‘faithful’ to this ritual site. He then cast Fiendmask to change his appearance from a human to a hooded, otherworldly figure with a beard of roots and branches, bark-skin, and glowing eyes peering from the shadows. A ragged old cloak and a mighty staff he used to hunch over helped sell the illusion of a wise, ancient forest spirit. 

“Remember our plan, Cassandra,” Simon said, deepening his voice to appear older than he truly was. “I hope you do not mind the role you’ll play.”

“Quite the contrary, Your Majesty.” Cassandra smiled thinly. “I find it amusing.”

Simon suppressed a chuckle as direwolves and other creatures escorted two dozen people into the clearing; families who kept old traditions alive, retired farmers sensitive to the Muse’s call, huntsmen in tune with the woods, or drunks aspiring to a greater purpose. 

True to their agreement, the Muse had provided Simon with the identity of people she had visited in their dreams and then stopped haunting them afterwards. Simon took over by having creatures from the Darkwood approach each of these people in the dark to relay a message: that the Muse had sent them a messenger to reward them for their burgeoning faith and guide them on the proper path. 

Simon slowly walked towards the congregation. Unknown to their visitors, each of the trees in that clearing was a monster under his control that stepped aside at his arrival; to outsiders, it seemed as if the very forest split in two to make way for him and Cassandra. Men and women gasped upon seeing him like an ancient and mysterious creature of the woods, watching him climb atop a mound. Simon silently assessed them, drinking in their dread, and then nodded to himself as if they had passed a test of some kind.

Will-o-the-wisps flew out of the woods, startling the cultists and causing them to scream. Families gathered and men grabbed their weapons, but Simon simply stomped the ground with his staff. The ghostlights immediately gathered in a circle spinning over his head like a halo illuminating the night. 

“Fear not, my children,” Simon said before introducing himself, as silence ruled the clearing. “I am the Old Man of the Woods and shepherd of souls, voice of our lady, the Stone Muse. Sons and daughters of the forest, such as you all, have nothing to fear from me.”

He waved his hand and all animals of the wood knelt before him as one. The cowed cultists exchanged worried looks before bending the knee too; for they understood they were in the presence of a master of the forest. 

“You are here gathered by the will of the Stone Muse, great dryad and lady of these woods,” he said. “Once upon a time, many centuries past, your ancestors wronged our lady by committing an unfathomable sin and repaying her favor with ungratefulness.” He waved his hand at the Darkwood. “This curse of miasma and monsters was their punishment.” 

It was pure fiction, of course, but Simon had learned enough from the Church of Light’s sermons that guilt for past sins was a powerful motivator, especially when seasoned with the hope of salvation. 

“In her great generosity, the lady has decided to give her faithful a second chance. Only when all souls in Whispermire have accepted the Muse again will her wrath abate, and the Darkwood’s shadows will be lifted. What was once a curse will become a blessing.” Simon glanced at the group with glowing eyes. “Let the bravest among you step forth to be welcomed into the true flock.” 

Most of the congregation hesitated, some exchanging glances nervously. It had already taken much courage for them to enter these woods guided by monsters, and a few still took weapons with them just in case. Only one of them didn’t hesitate to step forward: an old farmer whose eyes glittered with the same budding fanaticism that had consumed Lorimor. 

“Grius, is it?” Simon asked, recognizing the maddened cultist who had drawn bloody graffiti in Whispermire in the previous reign. “Do you accept our Muse’s forgiveness and blessing? Do you swear to honor her and only her, above kings and gods alike? 

“I swear it!” the cultist replied without hesitation. “My life for her!” 

“Then I absolve you of your sins and bestow her grace upon you.” Simon placed the Brand of Gluttony on his shoulder. “From this day forth, you shall suffer fatigue no more, nor poison’s kiss nor illness’ cold grasp. Neither plagues nor venom shall harm you. Dulled tastes will be sharpened again, and no servant of the Muse shall harm you.”

To add to the mystique of the scene, Simon telepathically ordered the plant monsters in the area to whistle in response. The woods appeared to sing and whisper all around the clearing to greet their new recruit, cowing and awing these new believers. 

“My back pain is gone,” Grius said with tears of faith in his eyes. While not as far gone as Lorimor, the Muse had left him on the edge of madness. “Thank you for your blessing, oh wise and ancient one…”

“That is the Mark of the Seed, which identifies you as a child of the forest and an initiate member of the True Flock,” Simon explained. “There are four marks, and only the holiest and most devout may receive them all. If thou prove yourself worthy, upon you shall the Muse bestow greater miracles. Mayhaps your lost youth may be returned to you, the way a snake sheds its old, worn skin, or you will be blessed with wealth aplenty.”

Simon spotted a few looks of greed and ambition among the other cultists. The Light promised rewards in the afterlife, but material, tangible benefits in this life sounded much more appealing. Simon invited the rest of them to step forward to obtain their brand, each newcomer stepping forward quicker than the last now that their fears had been assuaged. All accepted the Brand of Gluttony, and Simon applied it to spots that could be easily concealed with clothes. 

“Bear the Muse’s blessing, but keep it hidden from those who would burn the true faithful on a pyre until the day we are ready to celebrate our lady in the light,” Simon said before waving his staff at their new high priestess. “This is Cassandra, most devout of the True Flock and favored priestess of our Muse. She speaks with my voice and shall guide thee on my behalf.”

Cassandra bowed politely to the group. “It is an honor to serve you on the Muse’s behalf.”

“On the next full moon, she shall gather you here to meet with me so that seeds of new initiates are planted.” Simon struck the ground with his staff. “Heed me well. When next I come, the most devout among you shall receive a gift worthy of their faith. I shall bestow upon the worthiest of our mother’s children a miracle. Until then, be like the humble and sturdy sprout that grows quietly into a mighty oak.”

Yes, plant metaphors fit a dryad cult well. He would be sure to add a few more on the next full moon. Moreover, he could feel the experience flowing into him from both creating this cult and deceiving these people. The Overlord in him was pleased.

This will help everyone, Simon told himself as his monsters guided the congregation back to their homes through the Darkwood. The brands will make them healthier, and the Muse’s knowledge will help me do good in the long term. It will work out well in the end. 

Part of him knew he was simply assuaging his conscience, but he silenced it. He had to power through and make sure Belzemine’s death wouldn’t be in vain. Every level he gained in this reign would help him carve a better future.

“Shabram,” Simon contacted his spymistress after strengthening his resolve. “Have you fulfilled your task?”

“I have, Your Majesty.” It surprised him a bit that she was still awake at this hour, but then again, she was a wolf beastwoman. The full moon probably sharpened her focus. “I doubt anyone will bother Lady Firewand’s resting place.”

“Good.” It was little comfort, but better than nothing. “What was that other thing you wished to discuss?”

“Lord Paimon and Empress Euphemia have entered discussions to break Prince Thalas’ betrothal to Antonine of Shax and arrange for him to marry Lady Anna Paimon.” The more he heard, the tighter Simon clenched his hands. “Nothing concrete yet, but I wondered if Your Majesty wanted me to interfere with those negotiations.”

Simon grimly recalled one of his discussions with Anna at the academy a few reigns back. She had guessed her father would try to betroth her to Thalas in order to solidify an alliance with the more moderate Church Party, and with no Overlord to marry nor a massacre to kickstart the civil war early, her fears were becoming reality. 

All of Simon’s being wanted to break this engagement, to put Thalas in a casket and ensure Anna would be free to pursue whoever she wanted… but interfering with events now would rob him of precious foresight and intelligence on the civil war players. He had already sacrificed Belzemine to ensure he could better counter the elf conspiracy in the future. 

He couldn’t let her death go to waste or allow his feelings interfere.

“What would you do, if you had no Overlord to answer to and had to act on your own initiative?” he asked his spymistress.

Lady Shabram pondered his question a moment before answering, “I would try to keep the peace for as long as I could and ensure that both sides trust me, then pick the strongest one once the first shot is fired.”

“Then do that,” Simon replied, swallowing both his pride and frustration. “What I am doing here matters more than the upcoming civil war in the long run, so be free to act according to your own interests until my work in Magvolia is complete. However events unfold will still serve my ends.”

Simon had to know how this all ended without his intervention, to ensure he could make it right next time.

He owed Belzemine that much.
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  Nearly two months had passed, and the Vernal Equinox was upon them.

Simon toured the fully restored Halls of the Minotaur with both pride and anxiousness. The workshops were functional, purified water flowed into the bathhouse—courtesy of a newborn Soap Slime—the armory’s racks were full of weapons crafted in the smithy, the holes in walls had been repaired, and every entrance was guarded.

In short, a visitor could have mistaken the Dungeon for a normal fortress, if not for the undead workers toiling in the corridors and the gargoyle guardians. His new majordomo should help put guests at ease at least.

We are ready to withstand a siege if we must, Simon thought grimly, knowing the civil war would begin tomorrow based on Shabram’s latest intel reports. Come what may. 

He had spent two months on the sidelines, practicing his spellcasting and crafting, completing the repairs, building the foundation of his cult and network in Whispermire… all while keeping track of the wheels turning in the wider world.

Simon had died a little inside when Shabram informed him that Paimon had agreed to betroth Anna to Thalas, with the wedding being planned on the Berwick Islands on the first day of the year 404 After Doom, right after the Vernal Equinox. Antonine had thrown a fit at the news, but a marquise’s opinion didn’t hold any weight with the princes of the blood. Shabram told Simon that Thalas’ side of the family had likely made a lifelong enemy of the Shax family, which they likely considered a small price to pay to gain control of the Berwick Islands.

Simon had sacrificed Anna’s happiness for knowledge. What a bitter price to pay.

Otherwise, Dassein had apparently encountered Vouivre in Telluria and crushed her rebellion in the crib there, forcing the dragon to flee to the Light knows where. Shabram was trying to track her down, to no avail, and she confirmed that many beastmen tribes agreed to support Louis’ bid for the throne in return for citizenship, army posts, and greater rights. Since Thalas had been forced to leave for the Berwick Islands, this had put all of Telluria firmly under the War Party’s control.

In a way, the events Shabram reported matched those that unfolded during Simon’s own stay in the Berwick Islands, except that Lord Paimon had decided to throw his lot in with Euphemia rather than the secret new Overlord. The time each faction gained without the elf bombardment of Marthrone had given them all time to solidify their alliances and holdings.

What worried Simon the most was that Louis intended to open the civil war on the day of Anna’s wedding with his planned continental bombardment.

The more reports Simon received and the more he analyzed the situation, the more insight he gained into each faction’s strategy. All in all, it seemed that Euphemia had been hoping to win the throne without firing a single spell. She had spent three months forming diplomatic alliances with the Berwick Islands, Cocagne, and the imperial nobility in order to slowly form an unstoppable power bloc, yet didn’t draw up any plans for a first strike that Shabram could decipher. Simon suspected she had been planning to force the War Party into compliance with the threat of violence rather than an actual purge.

By contrast, Louis focused on strengthening the army by accelerating airship and Crestone production, recruiting mercenaries from abroad, and conscripting goblinoid and beastmen troops. He was also determined to annihilate his foes with a decisive and devastating first strike. The airship bombardment had been planned for months, with the only questions being its launching date and the number of targets.

Unfortunately, Paimon’s alliance with Euphemia meant that the Berwick Islands had joined the target list. Lady Shabram had warned the Commander—the same way she had told Louis about the wedding in the first place, to keep his favor—who would ensure Anna’s safety during the bombardment, but neither could stop the inevitable.

“Both sides look evenly matched, but I would rather ally with the War Party when lines in the sand are drawn,” Lady Shabram told him. “With your permission.”

“I told you you were free to do as you wish,” Simon reminded her, though he was a bit curious as to her motive. “I assume it is because they promise shifters more rights?”

“I am surprised Your Majesty would call us that rather than beastmen, but yes, I have more chances to keep my position with the War Party than with the Church one,” Lady Shabram confirmed. “No word of your activities in Whispermire has reached either faction otherwise. Its lack of strategic utility and nominal allegiance to Lady Lauriane means it is not on the list of bombardment targets.”

That is likely to change once the Church of the Light officially declares for Euphemia, Simon guessed. Its abbey will become suspicious.

Well, as sinister as it sounded, they needed a priest who didn’t believe in the Muse for the ritual. This could actually further Simon’s plans.

“What of the Merchant Crestone and Elaine’s Spy one?” Simon asked. He recalled that Shabram had seized them both after the Malphas’ demise and lied to the factions about them having been lost.

“They are both still in my possession, as insurance,” Shabram confirmed. “Does Your Majesty want me to send them to you? This might bring unwelcome visitors your way if word of their presence in Magvolia reaches certain ears. Noble Classes yearn to find worthy holders, and keeping the Merchant hidden has already proved difficult.”

Simon wondered what to do. He had two empty Devour Crestone Perk slots to fill, but he didn’t know enough about the Merchant to tell whether or not its abilities could help him. Not to mention that bringing the Noble Crestone to his doorstep might indeed cause others to track it down to his location.

The Spy Class could be useful too, now that he thought of it. Its Perks might help grow his network and provide insight into the Prince of Spiders’ Rogue Class, of which the Spy was a vassal of.

“Send me the Merchant and Spy Classes’ schematics so I can understand their Perks better, but keep the Crestones otherwise secured for the time being,” he ordered, sending her one last message before breaking the communication. “I might find use for them in the near future.”

The last three months had been mere preparations for his real work. Today would be a milestone.

Simon waited at the gates of the Halls of the Minotaur for their honored guest to arrive. He spotted her arriving atop a mutated horse, wearing a face mask that allowed her to breathe the potent miasma in the area. Simon had her transported here the long way, since he didn’t trust her with the knowledge of the fairy ring yet.

“Miss Kano, how good of you to join us tonight,” Simon said, his human majordomo arriving to take her belongings. “I hope you had a good trip.”

“It was passable enough,” Odette replied warily. She had agreed to come alone, but Simon was certain her hand always remained within reach of a teleporting gem. “I never ventured so deep into the Darkwood.”

“I’m sure the scenery was to your liking,” Simon replied with a smile. “Now, please relinquish the divination necklace. You can recover it after the ceremony.”

Odette frowned, but grabbed her necklace and surrendered it to the majordomo. “How did you know?”

“Please, as if I couldn’t see the magic on your belongings.” In truth, Simon had Duchar cast divination spells on her from afar and confirmed it. “It wouldn’t be the first time the Cobweb has tried to infiltrate my demesne, and it won’t be the last.”

While Silk was a powerful Assassin and the Cobweb had a few talented scouts in their employ, they could only venture so far into a living forest before being discovered. Trees had ears, wolves kept watch, and toadmen patrolled the mud. Simon had sent monsters to politely ‘escort’ the intruders back out of the Darkwood the first time, and then had the next ones hanged at the forest’s edge as a warning.

Silk wisely stopped sending in people after that, but didn’t entirely give up on discovering what was happening within. Duchar and Lorimor had found a divination spying device in the last manalith shipment.

“I would be insulted if they didn’t try,” Simon said before waving at his majordomo, a young handsome man who had taken to imitating Duchar by wearing sorcerer robes in spite of his lack of power. “Our majordomo, Grius, will attend to your needs.”

“Grius? The missing farmer?” Odette’s eyes widened in disbelief as she assessed the man from head to toe. “Why is he so–”

“So young? So alive?” The cultist smiled ear to ear and then revealed the Brand of Lust on his arm. “I was chosen to bear the Mark of the Bloom!”

“Grius was rewarded for his faith and made a champion of our brotherhood,” Simon replied.

When the second full moon came and over forty cultists gathered to meet the ‘Old Man in the Woods,’ Simon had proceeded to single out Grius and grant him the Brand of Lust as a reward for his devotion and a sign that he had been deemed worthy to serve the Muse directly. The sight of one of their own losing a good forty years and regaining his lost youth had solidified the faith of his burgeoning congregation. It was nothing short of a miracle to them.

This move also had the benefit of taking away an unstable cultist from Whispermire before he did something stupid. Grius wasn’t as bad as Lorimor, but zealots could rarely hide for long.

“You wield great power,” Odette Kano said with cautious interest. “I wonder if it would be worth the price.”

“That is all up to you,” Simon said after inviting her inside and taking a route around the pit trap hidden in the entrance hall. “One of my blessings would help you take your business to new heights.”

“I have been considering your offer,” Odette admitted. “Your Witch does seem to have a knack for attracting desperate customers. I will reach a decision soon.”

“I look forward to it,” Simon replied. Further tests of Cassandra’s Brand of Greed had given Simon a good idea of its catch, which he still wondered if he should inform Odette Kano of. Branding her would put her under his thrall, but Simon’s first encounter with Vouivre had taught him the limits of magic-compelled loyalty. Honesty might be the best policy when it comes to this woman. “I foresee that your little empire will tear itself apart starting tomorrow, when great machines take to the sky to rain down fire on their own people. There will be many opportunities to seize.”

“I have already invested in forges and weapon production facilities as you suggested,” Odette said. “I would expect trouble if you are correct about war descending upon us. Conflict always brings in a steady flow of adventurers and mercenaries to my town in search of fame and fortune.”

“If visitors come, they will be well-received,” Simon replied, though he knew she was right. Adventurers hadn’t been too much of an issue so far, with most only exploring the Darkwood’s edge and sticking to ‘easy’ areas, but bolder sorts of explorers would soon arrive: Class users wishing to gain levels, mercenaries seeking treasures, and desperate rabble with nothing to lose. “Now, I must ask again, are you sure you want to witness it? The Muse will be there.”

“I said I wouldn’t miss it, and that creature does not frighten me.” It was an obvious lie, but Odette Kano had enough composure to make it sound believable. “My only concern will be the impact on the Crestone production.”

“It will be minimal.” Simon and his allies could produce around two to three Crestones per month, half of which he kept for his personal use. “Suit yourself.”

They climbed the stairs to the Stone Muse’s sanctum, where Duchar and a cadre of gargoyles awaited them around a wooden altar under the Stone Muse’s watchful gaze. Lorimor was bound to it by ropes, naked as the day he was born, and his chest covered in bloody scars he had carved into his flesh himself.

Simon half-expected Odette to grow horrified upon seeing her husband’s state, but nope. She simply glared at him with all of her contempt and disgust.

“Pathetic,” Odette muttered under her breath, her gaze turning to the Muse. “You left me for a stone?”

“Watch your mouth in our Lady’s presence!” Grius snapped at her, though his mistress proved more welcoming.

“Your insolence I shall graciously forgive one time only, mother of the vessel,” the Muse whispered so sweetly she almost sounded friendly for a moment. “Your son I still crave. Twice his weight in gold and many gifts I can offer in return, a fair price given.”

“No deal,” Odette replied with a glare. Although she tried to keep her composure in the Muse’s presence, her back had tensed up like a bowstring. “I was promised safety for my son and me in return for my cooperation.”

“And that promise we shall fulfill," Simon promised while squinting at the Muse. “You would not dare break a promise to me, would you, my dear?”

“Of course not, beloved,” the Muse replied obsequiously, deferring to his authority. “But a sacrifice willingly offered, I shall never turn away.”

“That ship has already set sail,” Simon replied imperiously. “You may watch so long as you do not make a sound, Miss Kano.”

Now that everything was in place, he walked forward to the altar and put on the Overlord outfit, using Fiendmask to hide the armor behind a demon-shaped disguise. Duchar helpfully provided him with a specifically prepared sacrificial black spike.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here today to celebrate the sacrifice of Lorimor for his failures,” Simon said. “Any last words before we begin, Lorimor? Your wife is here.”

“Forgiveness!” he shouted back, not as a plea for his life or an apology to the wife whose son he nearly sacrificed, but the call of a desperate fool asking a heartless mistress to return her affections. “Forgive me for my failures, Mistress!”

“Only in death you shall receive it,” the Muse replied without pity, while Odette Kano glared at him with contempt. “And only if you are quiet and brave to the last breath.”

Madly devout to the end, Simon thought with a mix of contempt and sympathy as they began the ceremony. Duchar led the gargoyles and Grius into chanting words of power in ancient Abyssal, as they had rehearsed over the month. The volume rose before it slowly diminished into a quiet whisper, a hushed meditation, a calm before the storm. Simon sensed the flow of miasma slowly rerouting itself around the altar. He basked in the darkness, feeling it flow through him and guiding his hands until the fateful moment came for him to speak up.

“Great trapped fiend, accept this bloody gift, sacrificed on freedom’s altar,” Simon chanted in the language of the Abyss as he raised the spike high. “A follower who failed you slain at your feet, to bring forth the Spring of Slaughter upon all beings!”

He drove the spike into Lorimor’s heart, and the Muse howled in delight.

Simon had to give it to Lorimor; he didn’t scream as his life faded away, though that might have been because Simon slew him instantly. Green lightning erupted from his wound as his blood splattered the altar and lit up the sanctum, startling Odette Kano and delighting Duchar. Demonic symbols glowed in the air with unholy radiance, and the temple’s wraiths appeared to dance around the sacrifice. The entire building trembled, shaken to its foundations by tremors rippling through the corrupted manatree’s roots.

Simon’s vision briefly went black; his world drowned in darkness. The image of four ghostly chains holding a stone flashed before his eyes, one shattering instantly and filling him with power. An immense rush of experience flowed into him as the true magnitude of his act echoed inside his soul.
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The pyrotechnics concluded as Simon returned to reality, holding the spike that ended Lorimor’s life in one hand and a black gem of miasma in the other. The corpse wriggled on the altar like any other undead hollow shell, except his soul was still bound and within reach. Duchar had been right, the letter and motions of the ritual spell mattered more than its spirit.

The Seasonal Key ritual had now begun in earnest, and Simon had cheated it.

“Yes, yes!” The Muse howled with delight once the tremors calmed down. “Oh, beloved, how glad I am to see my affection returned! This granite burden has become so much lighter!”

“Remember our agreement,” Simon replied through telepathy as he handed the miasma gemstone to Duchar, which he slotted into a wand of carved wood. “I have delivered my end of the bargain.”

“Of course, my love,” the Muse replied with honeyed words. “A door has opened on the third level, full of treasures and gifts for you alone.” 

Simon dispersed his Fiendmask and Overlord outfit, then used the still bloody spike to free the undead Lorimor from his bindings. Duchar then waved the wand at him and asked, “Do you hear us, young Lorimor?”

“Yes, I do, my master,” the corpse replied, a bleeding black hole expanding where the heart should have been. “I hear the whispering shadows crawling on my skin…”

Odette Kano, who had watched the entire ceremony with calm detachment—and a hint of satisfaction at her husband’s death—blinked in surprise. “Is he still…”

“Alive?” Simon scoffed. “No, he isn’t.”

“I have bound young Lorimor’s soul to the wight-wand,” Duchar explained with glee. He sounded quite proud of himself. “Whoever holds it can command him at will. A temporary situation until I find a way to reattach the soul to the body, of course…”

“I forgive you for disappointing me, my child,” the Muse told the undead Lorimor with all of her magnanimity. “I thus welcome you back into my and my beloved’s service.”

“What pleasure, what joy, Mistress,” Lorimor rasped, his newfound undeath having done little to change his disposition. “The Dark has chosen me… I sense its cold kiss on my soul… what rapture… all pain has turned into the most sinister pleasure… all in good service.”

“How disappointing,” Odette said. Clearly she would have preferred to be rid of him for good. “He would be better off dead.”

“But he’ll be more useful undead,” Simon quipped as he invited his followers down the stairs. “Come with me.”

True to the Muse’s promise, a secret room had mysteriously opened in the fairy ring hall and led straight into the one place which had eluded Simon: the temple’s treasury. Stone pillars supported a vault with carved walls, and at the center of which stood the pearly white statue of a splendid dryad Simon assumed once depicted the Muse before her unlucky joining with the Minotaur.

And she had accumulated quite the treasury. Chests filled with ancient elvish coins, silverware from a bygone age untarnished by the miasma in the air, old scrolls drawn in elvish, beautiful statues, figurines, and works of art, magical jewels…

And Crestones.

The Muse’s statue held a good dozen Crestones in her hands, each glittering with mana. A true hoard of Classes preserved by long-dead elves.

“What a splendid discovery,” Duchar said with excitement. He immediately checked their glyphs and runes to identify their Classes. “Courtesan, Juggler, Acrobat, Pictomancer, Songstress, Illusionist, Orator…”

“Vassals of the Bard, the Dancer, and the Crafter, master,” Lorimor rasped.

“Fitting for a Muse’s court,” Simon mused before observing Odette Kano, who could hardly suppress her greed. “These are mine, but perhaps I can provide handcrafted copies… if you behave.”

“I could increase this fortune tenfold if you lent it to me for fencing,” she said, her eyes wandering to the vast hoard gathered here. “Collectors would pay their weight in gold for centuries-old elven artifacts. We will become the richest people in all of Magvolia once we reinvest this hoard.”

“We?” Simon teased her. “Yes, immense wealth and prestige are now within your reach, Miss Kano… but not for free.”

Odette didn’t hesitate for long. She had seen enough to come around, as Simon suspected. “Alright, I give in. I want your power–”

“Wonderful,” Simon replied.

“–and his wand,” Odette added, pointing at Lorimor. “I want my ex-husband and the device to control him.”

“You want to keep him as your servant?” Simon guessed, taking her silence for confirmation. It didn’t surprise him, considering how she had refused to bury him in the previous reign after he tried to kidnap their son, but he decided to feign morbid curiosity like a good demon archfiend. “Why so bitter towards one who shared your bed once?”

“I emigrated to Whispermire from Uyo after the empire relocated my community to make room for factories,” Odette said. “He was kind to me back then, and a scholar with prospects. I admired his intellect, his lust for knowledge, his… ambition.”

“What happened?” Simon inquired, slightly curious.

Odette snorted. “She happened.”

“That’s not quite true,” Simon replied. “She can only reach out to the dissatisfied. She fills a hole in people’s hearts.”

“I guess I outgrew him,” Odette admitted. “By the time I realized that my husband’s ambitions didn’t extend beyond academic credentials, I already had a child on the way and a thriving business. He began to drag us down rather than help us rise. His research papers failed to earn him the adoration of his peers, so he began to delve into the Darkwood in search of elven knowledge against my wishes. I had to raise our son alone while he ignored us to serenade his newfound dream visitor.”

“Because you couldn’t see!” Lorimor snapped at her angrily. “Your love was cold and conditional, while my Muse overflows with forgiveness!”

“My first order to you will be to have you serve in silence.” Odette met Simon’s gaze. “Do we have a deal?”

“Of course.” Simon opened his palms and called upon the Brands of Sloth and Greed. “These marks will bind you to my service. You will progress faster in your Class, and we will be able to communicate through vast distances. The other mark will grant you luck in commerce and wealth, alongside the ability to turn lead to gold, at the cost of ten percent of your assets each month… a tribute that will never go down.”

Odette squinted, suddenly wary upon catching on to the trap. “So even if I earn less than the previous month, I will still have to pay a minimum tribute?”

“Indeed. I can forgo the tribute, and the luck you receive should more than offset the penalty… but make no mistake, you will work for me from now on,” Simon warned. “You and your corpse-husband will produce Crestones on my behalf alone. Betraying my secrets means death."

And if she tried a double-cross by forcing Lorimor to give away important information, well... Lorimor still bore the Devil Brands and would inform Simon in an instant, not to mention that Duchar included a few failsafe mechanisms in the control wand.

"This is a loan on your future," Simon concluded. "Perform well, and I will bestow other gifts on you.”

Odette considered his words and briefly glanced at the hoard. Simon could tell she was running the numbers in her head, weighing the price of the arrangement against its benefits, before finding it satisfactory enough to pull up her left arm’s sleeve. Simon happily applied the Brands onto her skin and recruited her fully into his retinue.

“I have the feeling we will do great things together,” Simon mused as Duchar surrendered Lorimor’s wand to Odette.

“Master, if I may–” Lorimor complained, only for his wife to force him to shut up with a wave of her newly found acquisition.

“Much better,” Odette said with immense relish. Simon had the feeling that Lorimor would find their second honeymoon quite torturous. “We should run an inventory of this treasury, see what we can sell or keep.”

“Certainly,” Simon agreed. “Duchar, if you would kindly help her?”

While his servants worked to catalogue all the treasures in the room, Simon assessed the carvings on the walls. Most represented frolicking scenes of artists in the woods or what he assumed to be scenes of life in the ancient elven settlement that used to be the Darkwood, but one particular picture caught his full attention. That one represented a group of twenty-two individuals, including elves, humans, and shifters wearing Noble Class outfits. Unlike pictures of the twenty-two heroes shown in storybooks and history grimoires, the representation was quite precise, enough that he wondered if the artist had actually seen them.

One of the figures had been partly defaced, but Simon still found it awfully familiar. He immediately recognized the hooded figure, the face not yet rotten… except that a third eye glared at onlookers from the middle of his forehead instead of the Librarian Crestone.

It seemed that his ancestor, Elios Magnos, had been born with three eyes.
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  “Elios Magnos?” The Stone Muse’s dark chuckle echoed through the sanctum. “A cursed name indeed, although I may not remember it...” 

“There is a carving of him in your treasure room,” Simon replied sternly. The rotten tree was playing coy with him. “You promised me knowledge and answers if I shattered your chains.”

“Rewarded you already, did I not?” she replied with amusement. “Have I not shared my treasure with thee, beloved? One step towards communion you have taken, but three more vows we must renew before answers I give.”

Simon grunted in annoyance. She still didn’t trust him and wouldn’t budge on her leverage so long as he hadn’t completely shattered her seal. The Muse would hoard her knowledge like a dragon until he coaxed it out of her. 

“But other secrets I can share with you, beloved,” the Muse said. “Dark spells most wonderful, for you to cradle our foes into an early grave with.”

An apology bribe? Well, Simon would never spit on new magic. “What kind of spells?”

“Spells that command nature’s very elements.”

“My affinity for miasma makes learning those difficult,” Simon pointed out. After a few failures at learning conventional sorcery with Duchar, he had mostly begun to practice the Mire spell, a poison-focused malediction that inflicted both Corrosion damage and sapped the target’s Vitality.

“But not those I know; Hellfire, Hellwind, Hellthunder, Hellfrost… these are diabolism spells that draw strength from the Abyss itself. Lightning that strikes the spirit, cold that chills the soul, fire that burns hope, wind that carries miasma…”

Elemental spells that drew power from the Abyss? Even Duchar hadn’t heard of those, though that might be because of his focus on necromancy. 

“Very well, I accept this gift of knowledge,” Simon replied as he left her sanctum. “We shall begin training tomorrow after we complete the inventory.”

“I look forward to us spending time together, my dear Lord of the Dark.”

A sentiment that Simon didn’t return, but he would gladly bear if it meant gaining more strength. He moved down to Duchar’s workshop, where he found the old mage studying the Crestones they had gathered. His son was back in a deep slumber, a staff very similar to Lorimor’s wand lying on the nearby bench.

“So?” Simon asked.

“I have completed a cursory analysis of our newly collected Crestones,” Duchar said. “Seven remain functional, but the rest have been corroded by too much miasma exposure. They can no longer sustain a Class.”

Simon had feared as much. Four hundred years spent soaking in demonic energy had taken its toll. “What about their Perks?”

“I doubt any of them will interest Your Majesty, but I have compiled a list. I suggest assigning them once I finish extracting their schematics. The more a Crestone is used and its wielder strengthened, the better it will stave off miasma corruption.” Duchar stroked his beard. “Otherwise, I have not found any blood relationship between House Magnos and Empress Euphemia’s line preceding her union with Your Majesty’s father.”

“So we aren’t distant cousins?” Simon inquired. “I thought it might have been the case since both Euphemia and my ancestor were three-eyed Visionaries.”

“Visionaries have been known to appear in the most random of places across all Tribes,” Duchar replied. “Though I do wonder if your wise father partly decided to marry Lady Euphemia in the hopes that the fruit of their united bloodlines would yield a Visionary child.”

“He certainly did.” Which was why Thalas had disappointed him since birth. “Is it some form of mutation? I know the Church of the Light considers it a mark of sainthood, but Elios Magnos is anything but holy.”

“I suspect it is a mutation, yes, but I never had the pleasure of studying a Visionary… the things I could learn from a visisection…” Duchar cleared his throat. “I do know that they possess a myriad of gifts, such as the power to see the flow of mana in the air, the power to bind Eidolons without the Summoner Noble Class, even receive visions of the past and future, but the Church of the Light is the only organization to have extensively studied them, and they hoard their knowledge.”

Again with the Church of the Light… Simon was wondering more and more whether he should spend a reign infiltrating them to access their astrology and Visionary research papers. It might also grant more insight into Euphemia’s plans.

Let us see where this life carries me before I consider the next, Simon thought as he studied Duchar’s new staff. I might survive beyond the ritual’s conclusion with some luck. It would be nice to die of old age for once.

“This is a more advanced design than Lorimor’s wand,” Simon said, his gaze wandering to Hector. “Are you building one for your own son?”

“Only as a safety measure until I can correct his body’s design flaws,” Duchar replied without doubt or hesitation. Most would have hesitated about creating a magical item to control their own child, but not him. “I must thank Your Majesty for it. The insight your soul-stealing Perk provided into our spiritual condition was most enlightening.”

“I don’t want any incidents,” Simon replied before he heard the familiar noise of airships in the distance coming through the Dungeon’s thick walls. It seemed Louis had begun his bombing run. “But I do agree we will need more guardians.”

War was finally upon them. 



Two weeks had passed since the Vernal Equinox heralded the beginning of a new imperial year on the 1st of Germinal, and that of the imperial civil war.

True to Shabram’s warning, Louis opened the conflict with an all-out bombardment that stretched from Magvolia to the Berwick Islands. Towns and cities burned all across the empire, and though Whispermire was spared, the sight of airships flying across the region had already become a common occurrence. The war machines bombed cities in the Church Party’s territories, returned home to refuel, and then flew back on new assignments. The thick cloud of miasma covering the Darkwood prevented the airships from seeing the Halls of the Minotaur from the air, but Simon could still observe their vague silhouettes when he looked at the sky at night. Odd to imagine that a town burned each time they moved east. 

Louis had also bombarded cities deemed disloyal across the region, and while barbaric, it had turned out to be a tactically sound decision. Magvolia had been cowed into obedience by the fear of devastation from the sky and failed to rise in rebellion as it had in the past reign. Even local abbeys kept silent in spite of High Confessor Mastemo’s call for arms on behalf of Euphemia. It seemed people’s fear of fire raining down from the sky outweighed their faith. 

This had a knock-on effect that prevented Norbelle and Cocagne from attacking the Goetia Research Center and thus left Lauriane firmly in charge of the empire’s Crestone production. The current battlelines had moved to the Navarre region and Cocagne’s borders in the south, whereas Dassein and the Tellurian Shifter tribes pressed on from the north. 

And there was still no word of Vouivre. 

At least Shabram confirmed that Anna and her father had survived the Berwick Islands’ bombardments, though the knowledge that she had officially wed Thalas enraged Simon each time he was reminded of it.

True to his objectives for this reign, Simon kept up with the news while working on his spellcasting and crafting. He had quickly mastered the Mire spell and practiced the Hell series spells under the Muse’s tutelage. She had proved to be a surprisingly good teacher so far, clearly explaining the underlying mechanics behind her sorcery and being attuned enough to miasma to effectively guide Simon. He could see why she had taken a liking to mentoring artists in the past. 

The ‘Hell’ series of Tier III spells worked by blending the major elements and miasma to ensure half the damage they inflicted was aligned with the Soul type, which meant they could partly ignore elemental immunities. Training with them also put the issue of affinities to the forefront. Although Simon had an easy time learning the likes of Hellfrost and Hellfire, Hellwind came more slowly to him due to his neutral Wind affinity. It would likely take a month or two before he mastered all of them. He had also experimented with his Lord of the Demon Castle ability and confirmed he could reshape the Hall of the Minotaur at will, with the restriction that he could not move the Muse’s sanctum around due to the seal locking it in place. 

Otherwise, he had also distributed the Crestones to his followers after copying their schematics and confirming none of them had Perks worth devouring. A few went to cultists who had proved loyal enough. Simon also experimented by giving a handful of Crestones to monsters. He already knew that demons could use Classes—Mardok came to mind, and the empire employed a few as shock troops—but it seemed that any sentient creature could call upon one. Carrock the treant, gargoyles, imps, toadmen, and even a sentient slime had proved capable of using Crestones. 

There were a few exceptions. The Songstress and Courtesan Classes could only be used by female users due to the archetypes they represented, and trying to give Orator to an animated tree had resulted in a miserable failure. At least the Juggler gargoyle had proved surprisingly amusing. 

The Vassal Class’ Perks didn’t change, no matter the user, but a monster’s biology could synergize with them in surprising ways. For example, Ulmos the slime quickly learned to use its own body to fuel the Pictomancer’s paint requirement, and Carrock’s control of the forest let him mix traps with Illusionist-fueled mirages. Trying to maximize the use of each Crestone was quite the interesting subject. 

And I suspect they’ll all be put to the test soon, Simon thought as he entered the Midnight Market under the guise of a Fiendmask. It was his first time visiting Whispermire in person after the beginning of the civil war, and the adventurers’ den was already packed with local youths. He also spotted a few guards bearing the Magnos manticore’s seal among them. 

“Emperor Louis wants you for his regiments!” the crier called out across the hall. “The usurper Euphemia would keep you poor under a burden of taxes while nobles and the Church of the Light revel in unearned luxury! Can you follow a woman who murdered her own husband for power?! Would you rather fight for a leader who keeps you in chains, or one who offers rewards, toil, and sweat?!”

Lauriane isn’t wasting any time going for the throat, Simon thought as he paused to listen for a bit. Both sides were accusing the other of murdering Balzam Magnos to garner support among imperial loyalists. 

“Enlist today, and a Class will one day become yours! Poor, commoner, highborn or lowborn, it does not matter! Endymion thirsts on the strength of its people, no matter the tribe and station! Hail Endymion!”

“Hail Endymion!” a horde of would-be adventurers, drunk on alcohol and dreams, shouted back... but many remained silent or half-heartedly raised their hands so as to avoid reproach. Many probably resented the War Party for its bombing run, but it was always dangerous to speak up against those in power.

Soldiers went on to distribute enlistment papers, with Simon grabbing one on his way to the stairs.

True to Louis’ meritocratic ideals, the army promised a job to anyone enlisting and a Crestone to anyone making it to the rank of officer. Simon wasn’t sure if even the Goetia Research Center had the output to fulfill that promise, but the promise of a Class would motivate the masses. 

Which would lead to issues when they looked for places where to level up new recruits… 

Simon put the enlistment paper in his pocket and ascended the stairs to Cassandra’s apartment. Two guards—both cultists—kept watch over the door with sheathed swords. 

“Master,” they greeted Simon upon recognizing him. He nodded back at them and stepped through the door as they opened and closed it behind him. 

The smell of potions and alchemic fluids reached Simon’s nostrils the moment he crossed the threshold. Odette had afforded Cassandra her largest suite, and the witch had transformed its main hall into a witch’s workshop. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the rafters next to shelves filled with magical ingredients. Cassandra herself was near the fire pit placed underneath the chimney, using a large spoon to stir green liquid inside a black cauldron. 

“Your Majesty,” she greeted him with a faint, kind smile. 

“You can call me Simon,” he replied courteously. “We are friends now, not just subordinates.”

“Oh, I didn’t know,” she replied with a curious expression. “Since when?” 

“Since… I don’t know? Friendships happen naturally.” He unloaded his bag. “I don’t remember assigning you bodyguards. Did something happen?”

“No, your worshipers took it upon themselves to protect me after some bar patrons bothered me.” Cassandra paused a moment before adding, “I think they hope I will invite them inside to have sex with me one day.”

Simon scowled. Cassandra had the power to easily repel any unwelcome attention, but he would rather avoid an incident. “Do you want me to send them away?” 

“It is fine. I do not mind them, and they fear me too much to try anything too overtly.” She let go of her spoon and checked Simon’s bag. “Did you bring the slime oil I asked for?”

“Yes indeed,” Simon confirmed. He had had success breeding various elemental jellies in the Darkwood’s swamp. “What kind of potion are you making?”

“Oil for the skin and salt baths.” Simon’s surprised expression amused Cassandra. “I have a private bath.”

“Oh, alright.” Simon didn’t know she was into those things. “Doesn’t the Brand of Lust make skincare routine redundant though?”

“The Brand of Gluttony makes it pleasurable.” 

“I see.” Sometimes Simon forgot it also magnified the bearer’s senses. 

“I think I figured out how the Brand of Greed works, too,” she said. “It does not charm people, but it does bring about fortuitous coincidences. I find dropped money more often, and sometimes I feel compelled to meet someone’s gaze and learn he is looking for a particular potion I have in stock. I can even sense which decisions will yield better results at the gambling hall, though I cannot explain why. A small series of little events creates a flow of fortune my way.”

“Interesting. I always wondered how the Luck stat manifested compared to the others.” Simon spotted a sealed scroll of paper on the table near the cauldron. “Is that Shabram’s document?”

Cassandra nodded. “A messenger brought it to me and told me to deliver it to you.”

Simon nodded as he went to grab it. Obtaining the Spy and Merchant Classes’ blueprints was half the reason he had returned to Whispermire; the other was that the Cobweb had asked Odette for a meeting. 

The document contained both the Spy and Merchant Classes’ schematics, alongside a description of their stats and known Perks. The Spy, true to its name, mostly focused on infiltration-related abilities like soundless steps, cosmetic and cloth alterations to better disguise the wearer, or even the power to change one’s voice.  

As for the Merchant… 


The Merchant: The noble wandering trader, the fast-talking dealer, and the magnate who turns coins into power and makes dreams into reality. 

Strength D, Vitality D, Agility B, Perception A, Magic E, Intelligence A, Charisma A, Luck S.

Innate Perk: Inventory (Active): You can stock up to one item per level that you own in a unique pocket dimension only you have access to, and bring them out at will. Should you die, all items in your inventory are released at the spot of your demise.  

Innate Perk: Golden Rule (Passive): Fortune favors you, and the flow of wealth always goes your way. You are supernaturally lucky when it comes to commerce, gambling, or treasure-finding. 

Innate Perk: Lootbox (Active): You can sacrifice any amount of money to magically craft an item of equal value. The selected item is created at random.

Innate Perk: Buddyguard (Active): Magically summons an otherworldly bodyguard to protect you for a day. The bodyguard’s level and power depend on the amount paid to summon them. 



Two things came to mind when Simon finished reading the document.

First of all, the Merchant was indeed the apex of money-making, utility Classes. 

And second, Noble Classes were absurd. 

Inventory alone was tremendously useful, but Buddyguard and Lootbox ensured a clever Merchant always had a way out of their predicament; with Golden Rule ensuring they always stayed in the black. 

Otherwise, the Merchant’s other Perks were powerful but situational; identifying the value and history of items on sight, spending money instead of mana to power spells, buffing yourself by spending coins, a large Charisma bonus, the ability to speak all languages, and so on. The Overlord could already do a few of those, and most abilities required a sizable war chest to be fully effective. 

It was Inventory that fascinated Simon the most. Besides the fact that it neatly explained how Patriate Malphas could have smuggled in the sword that killed Balzam Magnos into Frightwall, having the ability to stockpile dozens of items—including Crestones—in a private portable treasury would improve his logistics during so many reigns. No more trouble moving the Beleth archive around when he could simply stock them.

Moreover, this power might shed some light on how reigns worked. If Simon could stock items in this Inventory dimension and they traveled back in time with him, it would suggest that previous timelines still existed physically somehow; if not… 

Oh wait, no, it says I drop everything upon death, Simon thought after rereading the Perk’s description. Although… if I die, would the items appear right next to my body after I wake up in a new reign if I perish instantly?

He could at least test that theory. The Inventory Perk would be incredibly useful either way.  

“Innate Perks can only be used if someone wields the Crestone, right?” Simon asked Cassandra for confirmation. “A wielder does not retain them if they lose it.”

“Yes indeed,” she confirmed. “This is why the army does not have soldiers touch every Crestone they find in the hopes of having them collect a wide variety of Perks. Only passive abilities gained through level-ups can be retained without a Crestone.”

Then I’ve made up my mind, this is too good an opportunity to pass upon, Simon thought as he focused on contacting Shabram. “I would like to have the Merchant Noble Crestone delivered to me somewhere outside Whispermire.”

“I can arrange that, Your Majesty, but be wary that it risks being tracked down,” his spymaster answered quickly. "Euphemia holds Frightwall so I had to smuggle the Crestone in a more secure location."

“It will not be long for this world, trust me. There is no particular urgency, so take your time to arrange a secure delivery.” 

“Understood.”

Simon cut the communication and folded the schematics under his coat. “I have a meeting upstairs, Cassandra,” he said. “Perhaps we can have tea or coffee after I am done?”

“Will you leave afterwards?” Cassandra asked, sounding a bit more nervous than normal.

“Maybe.” Simon raised an eyebrow. “Do you need me for something?”

Cassandra bit her lip. “I admit I find my current work lonely without my father or brother,” she confessed. “Your followers are kind to me, but they are neither family nor kin.”

“I can stay a bit longer in Whispermire,” Simon reassured her. He could practice his spells anywhere and return to the Halls of the Minotaur in a pinch should there be an emergency. “I would be happy to spend time with you.”

“Thank you, Simon.” She politely nodded at him. “I hope your meeting goes well.”

Simon took his leave and then walked up to Odette Kano’s office. His new retainer was waiting for him alongside Silk, signing a pile of papers. The Cobweb representative had come dressed in casual clothes rather than her assassin ones and didn’t bring along her grimoire, which Simon took as a good sign. 

“A spider crawls into your den again, Miss Kano,” Simon said as he took a seat. “I would be wary if I were you. I hear they leave cobwebs everywhere.”

“They also catch flies,” Odette mused. She seemed to be in quite a good mood. “The spider has a proposition I thought we should discuss.”

“I’ll cut straight to the chase,” Silk said, immediately all business. “Demand for Vassal Crestones has exploded with the start of the civil war, and an extremely rich client commissioned us for a stockpile at multiple times the market rate. I want you to increase production.”

“What kind of client?” Simon asked warily. “The White Unicorn? One of the civil war’s sides?”

“That is not for you to know,” Silk replied sternly, as if she were talking to an unruly business partner rather than an archfiend. Simon wasn’t sure if she was genuinely that confident or just careful not to show weakness. “We take client confidentiality seriously.”

“I doubt that,” Simon replied, having been on the receiving end of their treachery in a previous reign.

“Doubt all you want, it is the truth. We would have blown the whistle on you a long time ago, otherwise.” Silk crossed her legs. “We will increase pay rates if you can produce at least three per month.”

“Once again, you take me for a criminal in need of money, when I trade in souls and secrets.” Simon clasped his hands. “I want to know where you found that miasma crystal of yours, and where I can find others.”

Silk held his gaze. “I cannot provide that information.”

Either the Prince is looking to obtain them for himself, or someone contracted the Cobweb to investigate, Simon thought. And Silk won’t spill the beans. 

“I can provide other useful intel,” Silk said. “We have spies among the White Unicorn and their allies. Their eyes are turned on Magvolia now that imperial armies are waging war in the east.”

“You tell me nothing I don’t already know,” Simon replied, having already seen similar events unfold in a previous reign. “I have already foreseen that Lore and the League of Valne will attempt a landing in the future when the imperial army least expects it.”

“But do you know that they have already deployed spies and agents on the mainland to lay the groundwork for their arrival, and that Whispermire tops their list of targets?”

Simon suppressed a scowl as he put two and two together. “A town of adventurers is the best place to gather forces without too much notice.”

“I would keep an eye open when you sleep, or else you might find a Paladin knocking on your door when you least expect it.” Silk’s smile had sharp teeth. “Unless we give you an early warning, of course.”

Simon pondered her offer. He had already bested Alphonse in battle once in the past, at the cost of being sealed for years; not to mention that the likes of Frea were unlikely to pull their punches now that Belzemine was dead…

“Very well, I will pay for useful information on the White Unicorn in Crestones… alongside intel on another figure of interest to me.” Simon slouched in his chair to portray confidence. “You have dealings with a dragon warlord called Vouivre.” 

Silk’s scowl confirmed Simon’s suspicions. The Cobweb was still in contact with her. “She is a good customer and supplier, so I doubt the Prince will agree to share information on her. We can always arrange a meeting, however.”

“Perhaps in the future,” Simon decided. He wasn’t ready to confront Vouivre unless he had the Minotaur Fiend to throw at her. “But very well. Depending on the value of the information you bring me on the Paladin and other holy fools, I may consent to producing more Crestones.”

“There is another matter we must discuss,” Odette said. “You have seen the army recruiters downstairs, but that is just the tip of the iceberg. I received a decree from Lady Lauriane ordering me to sell monster parts in any quantity required and to host new recruits.” 

Now it begins, Simon thought. His fears were now realized. “Louis intends to use the Darkwood to level-up Class users before sending them to the front.”

“Yes. I will try to delay as long as I can, but I’ve already received word that they’re planning large-scale drills in the following months.” Odette joined her hands. “One that will involve dozens of Class users.”

Simon could read between the lines. He would have to prepare for a raid. 

This turn of events saddened Simon, even if he knew it was inevitable that adventurers would come poking near the Halls of the Minotaur at one point or another. Trying to loot an ancient dungeon for wealth was what they did for a living, and the war would only bring more challengers. 

But they knew the risks, Simon thought. It wasn’t like the Darkwood’s creatures were besieging Whispermire or threatening the local communities. Warriors went to the region for sport and profit. There were a hundred safer jobs to be found, and yet they still chose this one. Not to mention that they could disrupt the ritual should they reach the sanctum. Sacrifices must be made. I can’t delay forever.

“Well then,” he said, a half-smile stretching on his lips. “I will be sure to prepare a warm welcome for them.”

Those adventurers wouldn’t be the only ones leveling-up this year. 

  

    
        Chapter 58: The Season of the Minotaur (7)

    
    
    
    
  Simon stared at the crystal ball sitting on Cassandra’s table with wonder.

Although he had always believed in the Oracle’s power of foresight, he had never been too interested in divination magic. Every important person in Frightwall carried items protecting them from it on top of all the measures the likes of Shabram took to counter the Oracle; not to mention that only specific Classes could cast the required spells.  

The Witch thankfully counted among them, so the two of them had decided to craft a crystal ball for her personal use after Simon took a room close to her apartment suite to keep her company in Whispermire. Since the crystal ball also had to include a curse due to Simon’s crafting Perk focusing on using on miasma, it would poison anyone touching it; a mere detail for Cassandra, whose Brand of Gluttony protected her from the ailment, and a security measure against anyone else. 

The device allowed her to scry on people or objects from afar with remarkable accuracy. Attempts at tracking down Silk had failed miserably, but they had managed to check on various rooms within the Midnight Market. 

“The Darkwood is shrouded in miasma,” Cassandra said. “I cannot pierce through the veil with my current power, though stronger spellcasters might be able to.”

“What about me?” Simon asked. “Can you see me?”

Cassandra waved her hand at the ball. Its surface began to reflect a mostly accurate picture of her suite, except she was sitting right next to a horrifying demon with folded wings rather than a man.

“I cannot see Simon Magnos, but I can see Belias the Fiend,” Cassandra said, which confirmed Anathemic Secrecy worked as advertised. She could only observe what he wanted her to see. 

“Alright, I will alter my Perk a bit,” Simon said as he shifted his Anathemic Secrecy to blocking all divination attempts rather than sending false positives. He then grabbed a nearby potion off a shelf. “Can you see me?”

“No,” Cassandra confirmed, “but I can observe the potion floating in the air.”

As Simon feared. Anathemic Secrecy protected him from divination, but not necessarily the objects he carried on his person or things he interacted with. This gave credence to Shabram’s fears that something as precious as the Merchant Crestone could be tracked down in spite of his defenses. This might become another point in favor of claiming the Inventory Perk if it shielded the items within its pocket dimension from divination.

“I believe I could craft a crystal ball capable of piercing through miasma with your assistance,” Cassandra told Simon. “It should at least let you observe events inside the Halls of the Minotaur. Divination becomes more accurate the more familiar the scryer is with the target, and that Dungeon draws its power from you.”

“It would certainly help against unwelcome visitors,” Simon confessed, “and those will become more numerous by the day.”

Demand for monster parts and materials had exploded now that Louis’ army had begun to buy them in vast quantities, so incursions into the Darkwood were growing more and more frequent. Carrock the Treant had already wiped out a party of classless adventurers who had gotten a little too close to the fairy ring yesterday, and another group had reached the elven ruins surrounding the Halls of the Minotaur before being wiped out. 

Most intruders were little more than glorified poachers, and none of them wielded any Vassal Classes, but they were growing bolder and more numerous. Every surviving group also helped map out the forest a little further, which in turn increased the chances that one of them might discover the Halls of the Minotaur.

Thankfully, Simon had been able to leverage his growing cult in Whispermire to implant one or two agents among the most threatening adventurer parties. His followers were locals familiar with the Darkwood, so they had an easy time posing as recruits and then waylaying intruders by luring them towards dangerous creatures working for Simon. 

Simon sensed Lady Shabram’s presence at the edge of his mind and opened himself to her thoughts. “The package will be delivered today at the agreed-upon place, Your Majesty,” she said, “I have also confirmed that a large military drill is being planned for the month of Prairial, though I am not part of it. Prince Louis ordered me to focus my resources on the Church Party rather than in his backyard.”

Prairial… so right before the Summer Solstice and second sacrifice, Simon thought before answering her. “Can you at least tell me who’ll be involved in the operation?”

“I can already tell Your Majesty who is in charge of the program: Leonard Decarabia.”

What? Simon flinched in surprise. Leonard? Leonard was coming here as a representative of the War Party? “Why? His house answers to Lord Paimon.”

“It does, but Lord Leonard’s sister married Duke Flauros’ son, and that lineage supports Prince Louis’ claim to the throne. He chose his blood over his liege.”

Simon grumbled to himself. Of course the various power blocs would have accelerated Tiella’s engagement to the Flauros brat in order to snatch another House out from Lord Paimon’s orbit. Euphemia wasn’t the only one who could play the marriage game.

Moreover, Leonard made perfect sense as a training camp’s overseer. He was of a relatively high level, talented, and with a Class designed to protect weaker allies from injuries. As powerful as he would be on the field of battle, he would be ten times more useful to the War Party’s cause by ensuring multiple soldiers could level-up without risk. 

“And Duke Flauros married a sister of Patriate Malphas,” Simon recalled with a scowl. Was that a coincidence, or signs of a greater plan? 

“I have informed Prince Louis of my suspicions when it comes to House Malphas. He ordered me to put them both under close surveillance, but decided against taking direct action for now. I suppose he doesn’t wish to trouble Duke Flauros and Duke Eligos, both of whom are key to his war effort.” 

“Keep me informed, and try to look into the other people involved in the military drill,” Simon ordered before cutting communications and mulling over this new piece of information. 

Leonard would be in charge of the raid… was that good or bad news? He was an Overlord loyalist, but they were nearly four months into the current reign and in the middle of a civil war. His allegiance had likely changed a great deal given recent events. 

Should Simon try to approach him and recruit him to his cause in the hopes that he could cancel the raid, or at least prevent his trainees from assaulting the Halls of the Minotaur? But if he did reveal himself to Leonard and he ended up revealing the truth to Louis or the rest of his family, then the Seasonal Key ritual would likely go awry. Simon couldn’t risk discovery yet. 

And what should he do if Leonard ever led a party straight to his doorstep? The idea of fighting his own retainer—especially one who had proved loyal to the death in several reigns—unsettled Simon to his core. 

Perhaps a better option will present itself, given time, Simon told himself as he shook his head and focused back on reality. “Sorry, Cassandra, I received an urgent message.”

“It is alright,” Cassandra reassured him. “I can tell when you mentally answer telepathic calls.”

“You can?” Simon chuckled. “I suppose we’ve spent enough time together for that.”

“It is a good thing, no?” Cassandra asked. “I appreciate the fact that you stayed here to keep me company. I enjoy it.”

“So do I.” Speaking of appreciation, Simon looked inside his belongings and brought out a gift he had been working on for some time: a Crestone. “Here, I made this for you.”

“For me?” Cassandra’s eyes lit up with interest as she looked it over. “It’s a Witch Crestone.”

“You told me you needed at least three Witches to form a coven,” Simon said. “We’re working on supplying you with a third Crestone, so you should be able to create one soon enough.”

“This is very kind of you, Simon. I will cherish this gift.” Cassandra took the Crestone and studied it closely. “I could ask Nora. She comes to me often, and she knows her way with herbs.”

“Nora? Isn’t that one of the cultists?” Simon smiled. “Already on a first-name basis with some of them?”

“I hope they can become my friends too,” Cassandra replied while returning his smile. “Shall we continue our divinations?”

“Yes, but not here. There is a package I need to recover outside town and experiments I need to run with it.” He offered her his hand. “Would you kindly accompany me for a promenade on horseback, Cassandra?”

“I would be delighted.”



True to their arrangements, one of Lady Shabram’s agents had placed the Merchant Crestone in a box beneath a mound half a day’s ride from Whispermire. It didn’t take long for Cassandra and Simon to locate it, hidden under a gnarled tree’s roots, and open it up. 

Almost all Vassal Crestones were translucent, but the Merchant’s was as golden as the precious metal fueling its power, with a coin-like silver heraldry carved on its surface. A terrible heat coursed through Simon’s fingers when he touched it. He had never felt this way with any lesser Crestone before. 

It rejects me, Simon could tell. It loathes the Overlord. 

“Merchant,” he said, a flow of golden mana immediately surging from the Crestone. 

The energy flowing out of the device was incomparable to Vassal Crestones. Those pale counterfeits could only mimic a fraction of the Noble Classes’ power, and Simon could feel the difference. A thrill as pleasurable as that of a level-up coursed through his veins, bolstered by strengthened confidence. For a brief second, Simon was convinced he could do anything, fulfill any dream, overcome any obstacle, and bend the world to his will.

That honeymoon period only lasted a second, as a wave of pure wrongness followed the Class outfit’s apparition. A rich and wealthy outfit, including a top hat, a formal suit with a small cloak, boots, and bowtie materializing over his skin. Such clothes should have felt comfortable, but they itched and burned his skin with a phantom pain. They weighed on his shoulders in a way the Overlord armor never did, pressing down on his chest. Even the Class’ phantom whip weapon seemed far heavier in his hand than it should be.

The Merchant Crestone didn’t harm him, but it would if it could. The intuitive knowledge it provided Simon was given against its will, and the Perk was coaxed from its archetype. 


Level 1 Merchant Perk: Eye for Treasure I (Passive): You intuitively grasp the average monetary value of anything you see. 



Simon glanced at Cassandra, with phantom numbers floating next to her belongings: her robe, her veil, her staff, and crystal ball… with the highest value being assigned to Cassandra herself. 

The Merchant Class actually put prices on people. Simon shuddered as he quickly grasped the implications.

A slaver was still a merchant at the end of the day. 

“The suit looks good on you, Simon,” Cassandra complimented him. 

“You’re too kind,” Simon replied before casting aside the Merchant’s whip—watching it vanish into mana the moment it left his hand—and instead grabbed his morning star. His Class gave him an intuitive understanding of its Perks. “Inventory.” 

The morning star vanished without warning. A system screen popped up in front of Simon, showing his weapon placed amidst a sea of empty boxes. Most had a cross mark placed on them since he only had one level in Merchant. 

“Can you see the morning star with your crystal ball?” Simon asked Cassandra.

“No,” she quickly confirmed. “It became untraceable the moment it disappeared."

So Anathemic Secrecy did apply to objects placed in the Merchant's Inventory. This kept getting better and better. Simon only had to focus for the weapon to instantly reappear in his hand. He swiftly confirmed that he could easily switch items in the Inventory by having his ring and weapon move around in and out of the pocket dimension. 

Two reigns ago, when Simon first learned how to craft, Belzemine warned him against wearing more than one or two magical accessories at once because their mana would otherwise interfere with each other. This not only limited the amount of enchanted items he could carry, but also his tactical flexibility.

Inventory neatly solved that. He would be able to switch between weapons and accessories on the fly depending on the situation, the same way Louis apparently used his Warrior Class’ armory to alternate between different weapons. 

Once he had finished testing this innate Perk’s limits, Simon decided on a bolder test: placing the Merchant Crestone itself in the inventory. The result was a predictable error message. 


You cannot put the Merchant Crestone in the Inventory. 



Simon suspected something like that would happen; it would become impossible to recover the Crestone otherwise. Unfortunately, that meant he could never extend Anathemic Secrecy to the Merchant Crestone itself. It would forever remain a security risk. He simply couldn’t afford to keep it close for long.  

“Let’s try out the other innate Perks, just in case,” Simon decided. Eye for Treasure held little use for Simon, and the Brand of Greed already provided more income than the Merchant’s Golden Rule, so only its Lootbox and Buddyguard interested him. 

Thankfully, having branded Odette Kano and gaining access to an ancient elven treasury meant he had inherited a sizable amount of money this month. Simon and Cassandra first tested the Lootbox Perk by paying a hundred golden coins to it. The first time he tried it, the coins vanished and transformed into a healing potion in a bottle; the second attempt provided a set of high-quality lockpicking tools; and the third a small shield. 

In short, Lootbox indeed appeared to be completely random. Even Cassandra’s gambling-enhanced intuition from the Brand of Greed didn’t appear to influence the results. 

“Well, this might be the most unreliable Perk I’ve seen yet,” Simon complained.

“I find it funny,” Cassandra admitted. “Maybe we will get a good surprise if we keep trying?”

“We don’t have infinite money to burn on this exercise.” Simon stroked his chin. “Although, I do wonder how the Perk picks objects. Does it have a list of objects with an assigned price it picks from? Where does the gold go? Is it transmuted into the object, or is it teleported somewhere else? This ability has to follow some sort of parameters…” 

Unfortunately, figuring it out would likely require time and money he didn’t have, and for dubious benefits on top of that. Simon made a note to maybe explore the ability’s potential applications in a future reign and then moved on to the Merchant’s final Innate Perk.

“Buddyguard,” Simon declared while holding a purse. 

His funds immediately vanished in a flash of light, and a mighty creature appeared in front of him in a puff of smoke. 

The creature resembled a humanoid of stout stature, garbed in orange armor that was gilded at the edges, albeit with skin dark as night, a lipless mouth filled with fangs, and six red eyes glowing in a hexagonal pattern beneath a horned helmet. Six arms each carried a different weapon in their clawed hands: a flail, a sword, a spear, a dagger, an axe, and a staff. It loomed over Simon and Cassandra like an adult over children. 

And it didn’t look pleased to be here in the slightest. 

“Only a hundred golden coins, you jackass?!” the figure sneered in perfect Endymian, his masculine voice thundering with outrage. “What a cheapskate! You should be ashamed to summon the great Xenophon with such meager monetary compensation!”

Well, they were off to a good start already. “My apologies… Xenophon, was it?” Simon replied, squinting as he noticed a floating number above the creature’s head. “Twenty-one?” 

“The more you pay, the stronger I become,” the creature explained. “Every zero you add increases my level by ten. You paid a mere hundred golden coins, so you get me at level twenty-one. Pay ten thousand, I’ll be level forty-one and so on. And I only accept valuable currency.” 

“I see,” Simon replied. The mechanic surprised him a little. “I thought the Perk would have summoned a different creature based on the price.”

“Nope, you only get me, and now I’m stuck as a weakling until our contract expires.”

“What are you?” Cassandra asked with curiosity. “Are you an Eidolon?”

“Yup, that I am, lass,” Xenophon replied. He sounded awfully casual and down to earth for a summoned spirit. “Don’t think I let just anybody summon me, though. I’ve been in an exclusive summoning contract with the Merchants since the Crestone’s creation.”

Simon struggled to imagine that creature standing up to the likes of the Phoenix in battle, but appearances could be deceiving, and a large enough payment might make him a match for the likes of Louis. 

“There’s something wrong with you,” Xenophon told Simon, his six eyes squinting at his employer. “I sense darkness stirring beneath your skin. Did you kill my previous employer? I think I felt his demise through the Crestone.”

“Would it matter?” Simon asked. Wait, if Patriate Malphas had summoned this creature, then he might know something useful.

“Nope,” Xenophon replied with a mercenary shrug. “My only loyalty is to my current employer.”

“Then what does our contract entail?” 

“I’m lawfully contracted to protect you for the next day and night. I’ll kill anybody who tries to harm you or die trying. A likely outcome at my current level, I might add.” Xenophon rolled all six of his shoulders. “Thankfully, I’m an Eidolon, so death only temporarily banishes me from this plane of existence. You can also end the contract by simply dismissing me.” 

“Wait.” Simon frowned as an idea crossed his mind. “I could dismiss you, then summon you again at a higher level if I increase the payment amount?”

“Now you’re catching on quickly. Pony up if you want to see the good stuff. On the plus side, any experience I earn goes to you, so you’ll be the only one to benefit when I kill somebody.”

“What do you do with the money?” Cassandra asked out of the blue. “Why would an Eidolon need money?”

“Uh…” Xenophon cleared his throat, suddenly embarrassed. Simon suspected nobody had asked him that question before. “It's a professional secret of the highest confidentiality.”

“Mmm…” Simon replied with skepticism. Then again, he didn’t really care what a bodyguard used his pay for. He was more interested in other intel. “Is there no way to extend your contract’s length?”

“Yes, if you renew the payment after it expires.”

Then he wasn’t worth wasting a Devour Crestone Perk on. Having an additional bodyguard with a modulable level could come in handy against a powerful foe, but Xenophon required so much money, and for such a short duration, Simon couldn’t see himself summoning him much, even for grinding purposes. 

However, if Xenophon had indeed served Merchants since the Crestone was created, then he knew their secrets.

“Does your contract prevent you from discussing your previous employers?” Simon asked. 

“Uh… no, I don’t think so,” Xenophon replied after some hesitation. “Why’s that?”

“Does the name Elios Magnos ring a bell?”

“No, not really. I don’t remember having contracted with someone called that.”

Simon scowled. “A Librarian with three eyes then?”

“Ah, yes, I recall someone like that,” Xenophon said, which immediately piqued Simon’s interest. “It was the third and final time my first employer contracted me, right in the middle of a battle. He and a few other Class users were fighting some kind of winged goatfish archfiend on a floating island in the sky. That Librarian was trying to seal it or something, but they needed extra muscle to keep the creep down.”

Simon’s eyes widened in utter surprise. “A goatfish?”

“Yeah, a goatfish,” Xenophon replied with a shrug. “Half winged goat, half fish, all mean with a black crystal in the middle of its sorry face. Nasty critter.”

Could he have fought the Zodiac Fiend of the Goatfish sign? And on a flying island? 

Could it be…

“Can you describe the island to me?” Simon inquired. 

“I was in the middle of a battle, so I didn’t pay much attention, but I recall winged humans fighting on our side,” Xenophon explained, confirming Simon’s suspicions. “Like I was pummelling the Abyss out of that goat before it threw me off the island’s edge, and I fell down for minutes on end. My employer had paid me enough to bring me to level seventy-one, so I survived the fall, but my contract expired before I could find my way back. I think my contractor was slain.” 

He had met the kish people, and Balzam Magnos’ documents mentioned a floating continent as a potential location for a missing demonbarrow. 

Which meant a Zodiac Fiend might be sealed away somewhere in Eole’s Sanctuary in the sky. It didn’t sound that safe all of a sudden. 

Simon interrogated Xenophon on the matter further, but the mercenary didn’t have much insight to provide. The first Merchant had apparently been a human male called Waybright, but he had only called upon Xenophon thrice: once to interrogate him about his contract, once to protect him during a business deal with a dragon—which ended without violence—and a final time for that battle in the sky. The Eidolon knew nothing about Elios Magnos beyond that moment, or even how the battle concluded. 

In fact, it seemed like most Merchants only summoned Xenophon once when testing the Buddyguard Perk, and rarely called him again unless they were facing an imminent threat to their lives. This likely explained why none of the texts about past Merchants mentioned him. Calling him was a last resort. 

“What about Patriate Malphas?” Simon inquired. “What can you tell me about him?”

“I don’t know any person with that name.”

“He was your last employer,” Simon insisted. “A black-haired slimeball?”

“Yes, yes, I see who you’re talking about now,” the Eidolon replied. “But Patriate Malphas wasn’t his name. He was called Barthandelus.”

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise before his mind put two and two together. “What’s my name?”

“What a stupid question.” Xenophon scoffed. “Simon Magnos.”

“So you instantly learn the true name of anyone who summons you,” Simon guessed. Which meant Patriate had infiltrated the empire under a false name. “Barthandelus… that name sounds strange.” 

Cassandra, who had mostly listened so far without saying a word, provided the answer. “Barthandelus is an elven name.”

That brought even more questions than answers. Was Patriate a half-elf like his daughter, raised in Illusea and sent to infiltrate the empire? Or some adopted spawn of an elven couple? Simon had the intuition that this information mattered, but he didn’t see much use in it right now. 

“Did he ever summon you, Xenophon?” Simon asked. Any detail could help.

“Yeah, twice; the first time to ask questions about my contract, the second to assess my capabilities,” Xenophon replied. “He showed me a magical sword and asked me how much money it would cost to make me strong enough to slay a level ninety-plus Overlord with it in one strike.”

Simon squinted at the Eidolon. “And what did you answer?”

“That he should summon me with a nine-zero payment, and that I couldn’t guarantee it anyway,” Xenophon replied. “Don’t get me wrong, I can kill anybody for the right price, but the last Overlord I fought crushed me under his stinking dragon foot. They’re a tough lot. Barthandelus thanked me for my honesty, then dismissed me and never called on me again.” 

So Xenophon hadn’t slain Balzam Magnos. Simon briefly wondered what would happen if an Eidolon or summoned creature were to kill an Overlord. Would the Class go to their master? Or would it transfer to someone else? 

This also implied that Malphas and his employers had considered other alternatives before sending the assassin who eventually slew Balzam Magnos. Was their chosen killer so weak the Oracle feared they wouldn’t be able to pull it off? 

Further questioning yielded little results. Patriate Malphas’ interactions with Xenophon had been too short for the mercenary Eidolon to learn much about his personality or goals. Simon had the nagging suspicion that the man intentionally avoided summoning his bodyguard during his tenure to keep him as a trump card.

“Night’s falling,” Xenophon noted upon staring at the sky. “If you want to use me, you should hurry up. You’ve got until sunrise until I take my leave.”

“I think we’ve covered everything I wanted to discuss, except one thing.” Simon clutched the Merchant Crestone. “Will your contract come to an end if I destroy the Merchant Crestone?” 

“Uh… probably.” Xenophon scratched the back of his helmet. “I don’t think anybody has ever tried.”

“Let us check then, shall we?” Simon shed the Merchant outfit for the Overlord armor, stunning the Eidolon. “Devour Crestone.”

The Merchant Crestone burned like the heart of the sun in his palm, and then it shrieked. 

A scream rippled across the fabric of reality as the Noble Crestone illuminated the darkness, its radiance causing Xenophon to decompose into nothing. A torrent of miasma swirled between Simon’s fingers and smothered the light to death. The Merchant’s heart drowned in darkness and then disappeared with a final wail, its demise filling Simon’s bones with power and a rush of experience. The Overlord in him rejoiced at the conquest and destruction of an ancient foe, however temporary.  


You have assimilated the Inventory Active Perk. It shall now replace Devour Crestone II. 

Inventory (Active): You can stock up to one item per Overlord level that you own in a unique pocket dimension only you have access to, and bring them out at will. Should you die, all items in your Inventory are released at the spot of your demise.  



He didn't receive any vision this time. He could feel the Merchant Crestone resisting him even in death, refusing to be robbed of its knowledge, denying him its help; and he wasn't strong enough to compel obedience yet.

Simon nonetheless smirked from ear to ear. As he had guessed, the newly assimilated Inventory would scale with his Overlord level. 

Time to stock up. 

  

    
        Chapter 59: The Season of the Minotaur (8)

    
    
    
    
  He dreamed of Elios Magnos that night.

He was still a living man in his dream, with pale skin and blonde hair framing three grey, red-rimmed eyes. His shaking hands gripped Simon’s clothes with immense dread.

“You must walk away, Waybright!” he pleaded, his voice heavy with despair. “I have foreseen it! If you join us in the upcoming battle, you will die!”

“You cannot take on that creature without my help,” Simon said with a voice that wasn’t his own, followed up by a warm, confident laugh. “Besides, you know me. I’m always up to challenging the odds.”

“This is no joking matter!” Elios Magnos snapped at him with concern. His voice was nothing like the cavernous echo of the lich he had become. “The light of the comet shines upon the Goatfish! However weaker they might be compared to the Maiden or the Minotaur, their powers have now reached their apex!”

“But all the other eleven have been dealt with, and their seals still hold firm. The Goatfish’s the last of them.”

“And so are we!” Elios snapped. “The Oracle and we are all that remains of the first generation! The new recruits are green, untrained!”

Simon remained resolute. “You know what will happen if that monster is allowed to complete its foul ritual. The death toll will be immense.”

“Even so…” Elios seethed, looking down. “Don’t do it, please. I don’t want to see another of our own perish. Not again…”

Simon felt his lips stretch into a smile, one that hid his fear behind its confidence. “Don’t worry, my friend,” he said, his hand reaching for Elios’ shoulder. “I will not die, that I promise you. I’ve stockpiled a fortune just for this moment. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. This war will soon be over.”

And they both knew it was a lie.

Simon’s eyes snapped open to find a ceiling of wood above his head. He returned to reality and to his room in the Midnight Market, his head clouded with questions.

Was that a memory of the first Merchant? It sounded too vivid for a mere dream or hallucination.

The Merchant Crestone had denied him its knowledge, but it seemed an echo still reverberated through Simon’s dreams. He was beginning to wonder if he had some sort of spiritual sensitivity. He was convinced he had seen echoes of his father’s past reigns in his slumber and glimpsed Balzam’s memory of murdering his first wife back on the Berwick Islands.

Could he have inherited some of Elios Magnos’ Visionary gifts, even without a third eye?

And what should he make of that memory? It astonished Simon that the cruel lich he had encountered back in Berwick could care for someone else, but Elios Magnos had sounded genuinely concerned for the Merchant’s sake. He seemed to have foreseen his colleague’s demise with his Visionary power, a prophecy that came true in the battle that followed.

And then… then there was the timing.

Eole told him that the Sanctuary had been torn away from Telluria during the Year of the Doom. The Goatfish came after the Archer in the Parade’s order, so that battle had to have taken place about four hundred years ago, when the comet last graced the planet with its presence. Since Xenophon said Waybright had been his first contractor, this meant the original generation of heroes continued to linger until the Doom at least, and that Elios hadn’t become a lich back then.

‘But all the other eleven have been dealt with…’ that's what Waybright said, but there are thirteen signs, Simon thought. Did Mardok somehow manage to evade their notice until the Doom?

Did traces of that battle remain in the Sanctuary? Whatever the Goatfish had been planning there, it threatened the heroes enough that they chose to risk their lives to stop it. He should have at least asked Eole for a way to contact her. Her homeland would suffer dearly when the comet arrived and freed the monster sealed away there.

“Are you awake, Lord Belias?” Odette called out to him through telepathy. “Would you care to join me for a private breakfast? I have a gift for you.”

“A gift?” Simon asked with curiosity. “How kind of you. I’m on my way.”

After dressing up and briefly checking on Cassandra to find her still soundly asleep—he had learned she was something of a night owl—he made his way up to Odette’s apartment. Guards stepped aside and opened the door to a long hallway.

He found Odette signing documents at a large dining table while an undead Lorimor set the tableware. A middle-aged man bound by ropes to a chair struggled against his bindings, his screams dulled by a gag, his eyes and ears bound by a thick blindfold. A pendant bearing the Church of the Light’s glowing sun glittered around his neck.

“I see we have a guest,” Simon noted. “A priest of the Light having breakfast with a demon?”

“You asked for one alive,” Odette reminded him after setting aside her documents. “This here is Father Rodrigue, priest of the local abbey. Lady Lauriane ordered me to arrest and execute him for secretly corresponding with High Confessor Mastemo. As far as the papertrail goes, he has… disappeared.”

“Good. We have cells to hold him in.” That took care of the sacrifice for the Summer Solstice, at least. “Where is your son? I would have expected to see him in your quarters."

“Away,” Odette replied sharply, holding his gaze. “He’s no longer in Whispermire.”

“Truly?” Now that surprised Simon. He thought she would rather have kept her son close. “Did you mistake me for a liar? He has nothing to fear so long as you serve me well.”

Odette held his gaze defiantly. “I trust you to be a demon, Lord Belias, bound by your interests. You may very well end up disposing of me should you begin to think I am no longer of use to you…” She then glanced out of the nearest window. “Not to mention that the mad princeling might decide to bomb my house from on high should he learn of our dealings. I thought it safer to evacuate my son to a safer place.”

“I see…” She wasn’t wrong either. The war could come to Whispermire’s doorstep at any point, whether it took the form of airship bombardments or Norbelle’s Eidolons. “Most wise.”

Odette scowled. “Why him? Why did your vassal want my son?”

“The fortune of his birth,” Simon replied. “He bears the sign of the Minotaur.”

“One person out of twelve is born under that sign, yet no other family in Whispermire was targeted.”

“There are other parameters at play,” Simon replied evasively. He had personally reached that same conclusion. One person out of twelve was born under the Minotaur’s auspices, a fraction which only increased when taking ascendant signs into account, yet the Muse only tried to claim a handful of people as her new host. A compatible birthsign was a key requirement, but there had to be others he didn’t understand yet. “Does it matter? So long as you serve, he shall never come to harm.”

“Yes, I understand that,” Odette replied as she went to put her documents on a nearby shelf between registries. “So far, our alliance has served me well. My fortune grows exponentially in spite of your taxing tribute, even though I can already tell it will eventually become unsustainable.”

“Eventually can be a very long time,” Simon replied as he checked the room. It was his first time visiting Odette Kano’s living space, and she seemed to be quite the art collector. Her living hall was closer to a curio cabinet, with hundreds of items on display behind vitrines or on small cupboards.

The objects ranged from portraits representing Odette and her family to marble busts of renowned scholars and statuettes, but most objects appeared to come from the southern province of Uyo: sinister wooden masks adorned with reed crowns, a giant dire leopard’s hide, burnished copper bowls etched with runes Simon translated as offerings to forgotten gods, a priestly wooden scepter… his host was clearly in tune with her heritage.

One painting caught his gaze more than the other. It represented a vivid depiction of an ancient, primeval city half-buried in a dense jungle, with gilded walls and the shadows of giant apes looming between trees. The sketch was rougher than the rest of the gallery, yet strangely detailed too.

Odette returned and walked up to him to stare at the painting. “Have you ever heard of the City of Rhapta, Lord Belias?”

“That name means nothing to me,” Simon replied.

“It is a lost city located somewhere in Uyo’s jungle that was abandoned during the Doom, and my people’s ancestral home. I met my worm of an ex-husband when we were both researching it at the local academy.” A glint of nostalgia lit up Odette’s gaze, though that brief display of emotion didn’t last long. “Many adventurers explore the jungle in the hope of finding it and claiming its treasure.”

“Do any of them find it?”

“I did,” Odette replied, much to Simon’s surprise. “When I was a child, long before I arrived here, I lost my way and saw it past the trees, so eerily silent I could hear my footsteps. I had to run and flee before the local monsters could catch me, but the sight of that place remains forever seared into my memories.”

Simon squinted at her. “Did you paint this yourself?”

“I did.” She sounded quite proud of it, too. “When I was forced to leave my homeland, I swore to myself I would one day return to Rhapta and recapture it.”

“I see. Is that why you created a business dedicated to assisting adventurers? So you could recruit the allies, resources, and contacts required to raise an expedition?” Simon nodded in appreciation. And here he thought she hoarded wealth for its own sake. “Quite the ambitious goal. You will go far.”

“Thank you,” Odette replied warily. “I’m not certain what to make of a demon’s compliment.”

“Take it and keep it.” Come to think of it, didn’t one of his father’s notes mention the possibility of a Demonbarrow in Uyo? A lost city abandoned after the Doom sounded rather similar to the Kish empire’s capital… “Have you marked down this Rhapta’s location?”

“I was a child when I saw it, so I can’t pinpoint its location with complete accuracy,” Odette confessed. “But I have narrowed it down to one region of the jungle.”

“I would be curious to see it,” Simon replied, before moving on to more important matters. “Any news about the upcoming imperial raid?”

“Yes and no. The War Party’s army does not share details of its operation with me. I remain a civilian leader in spite of my shows of loyalty. They do not trust me.” Odette crossed her arms. “However, I know imperial scouts have already been dispatched into the Darkwood for the purpose of reconnaissance. I would suggest wiping them out to discourage more incursions.”

“Yes, that would indeed be wise.” And regrettable. “To never come back is a message in itself.”

Killing a few visitors might dissuade more from coming.



After having breakfast with Odette and ordering his cultists to secretly transport their priest guest to his new ‘permanent residence,’ Simon traveled outside town with Cassandra to further experiment with his Inventory Perk away from prying gazes. Two of their followers, a farming couple, kindly lent them their tools and possessions for experimentation.

First of all, Simon tried to check what counted as an object for the Perk’s purpose, a definition which proved both vast and narrow. Trying to store large structures like houses simply resulted in error messages, as did his attempt to store trees or cows. However, he did manage to store large crates—though not their contents—and even an entire carriage.

“It would seem the Perk doesn’t have a size or weight limit,” Simon noted, “or if it does, it must be quite large indeed.”

“It didn’t take the wheat piles that were inside the crates or carriage, though,” Cassandra pointed out. Simon tried to add them to his inventory and succeeded, though they appeared in a separate slot.

“In all likelihood, the object must be whole or part of one,” Simon replied, a theory he confirmed after summoning the carriage back and removing a wheel. His Inventory then proceeded to store them in two separate slots. “Seems I was right, but why can I store wheat and not a tree? They’re both plants, and the crates and carriage are made of wood too…”

“The wheat is dead,” Cassandra replied. “It is no longer a living thing.”

“Yes, I think you must be right.” Simon stroked his chin. “But how does the Perk determine if an object is whole? Physical continuity?”

“Classes are born from the System, and thus the world’s collective will,” Cassandra replied with much wisdom and insight. “The Perk must base itself on common sense and public perception. I wonder if it perceives a corpse as an object too...”

“Well, a pile of wheat is a plant’s corpse, so I would assume so. I should try to store undead too when I return to the Darkwood, just in case.” Simon crossed his arms and stared at the carriage. “A pity we do not have anything bigger on hand. I wonder if I could store something as large as a galley or airship…”

He was pondering what other tests he could put the Perk through when he sensed Carrock the Treant trying to establish telepathic communication with him. “What is it, Carrock?” 

“Pardon me, Lord Belias, but multiple groups have entered the Darkwood’s heart,” the treant replied. “Class users, strong and skilled.”

“The imperial scouts… stay on high alert, and do not let them reach the Halls of the Minotaur. I will teleport back to support you soon.” Simon cut communication and turned to Cassandra. “I’m sorry, but I have to cut this short. I must go wipe out some intruders.”

“I understand.” Cassandra cleared her throat. “If I may ask, could you take my brother and father with you?”

“Hector too?” Simon asked. “Oh, I see. You want to see your family?”

“If it is not a bother,” Cassandra said shyly. “I haven’t seen them for months now, since I cannot enter the Darkwood.”

“I can arrange a meeting, yes. We’ll come visit you after we take care of our uninvited guests.”

“Thank you, Simon.” Cassandra smiled at him. “Besides… I believe my brother will appreciate some exercise.”



And so, for the first time since they arrived in the Darkwood, Simon decided to take Hector and Duchar Honorius with him out on a patrol. One of the first things he tried to do was to store Hector in his Inventory, just in case.

It failed miserably. It seemed animated corpses were too alive by half for the Perk’s purpose.

It didn’t take them long to find their first batch of intruders. They had been following a dry, murky riverbed up to a hollow in the woods when they stumbled upon a campsite by a group of four imperial scouts trying to establish a relay point in the area.

What followed was… well, a one-sided massacre. Simon barely had time to raise his hand and prepare a spell to cast when Hector had activated his Crestone and lunged at them in a blink.

The Executioner’s outfit was as simple as it was intimidating: black clothes covering the entire body alongside a conic cowl with a hangman’s rope dangling from the neck down. Hector looked rather eerie and fearsome with his monstrous headsman’s axe in his hands, doubly so when it tore through two men in the blink of an eye. He slaughtered the entire group before Simon could even finish spellcasting.

“Well… that was quick,” Simon said as he looked over the smeared blood and entrails spilled all over the place. Cassandra hadn’t been exaggerating when she called her brother a peerless warrior.

“I fight to kill…” Hector rasped, wiping someone’s brain off his axe. “Better critical… instadeath… anti-heal… buffs… the more I kill, the stronger I become…”

“The Executioner is a purely offensive Vassal Class that focuses on killing single targets in a single blow,” Duchar summed it up. “While it lacks versatility or a Berserker’s raw might, it is excellent for one-on-one combat.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Simon noted as he checked the bodies for anything useful. He found a Crestone, only for the device to turn grayer than granite at his touch. “What the–”

“These Crestones are locked,” Duchar noted. “I’ve heard that newer generations of mass-produced Vassal Crestones include such security mechanisms. They only respond to specifically identified users to prevent the enemy from reusing them.”

“So they're useless?” Simon grumbled. “Can you break that encryption?”

“Perhaps with time,” Duchar replied hesitantly. “I suspect it would be quicker to craft our own than unlock those, however.”

“Disappointing,” Simon complained as he added the locked Crestone to his Inventory. Thankfully, non-Merchant Crestones could be placed within it without issue. I should check with the other Noble Crestones the moment I get the chance. “Anyway, how are you feeling around me so far, Hector? I recall that the sight of the living can infuriate you, so I wonder if that includes me.”

“No, I… I do not feel hostility towards Your Majesty… I sense we share a…” Hector hesitated. “A kinship.”

Unquestionable Ruler only compelled obedience in lower-level creatures, but the Overlord still radiated the power of the Dark. Undead and demons had recognized him in the past. Hector was probably no different.

A wave of pain echoed through a couple of his Brands of Sloth, startling Simon. He was almost numb to the death of followers rippling through their bonds—one of his bound monsters perished now and then—but more than one had been slain in quick succession. That was cause for alarm.

“Imp five?” Simon telepathically called out to the squad leader in the area. “Treant four?” No answer. “Will-o-wisp three? Do you hear me?”

“Yes, O’Lord of Dark,” the spirit answered.

“Something wiped out all groups south of our location. Do you see intruders near your assigned area?”

“Yes, I do… hounds that hunger for blood… Knight clad in blue steel… an orc with sword o’ steel… mage calling thunder… woman archer, thirsting for battle…”

A knight clad in blue steel, strong enough to cleave through monsters? It couldn’t be…

“Duchar, could you obscure our location and movements?” Simon asked. “And keep Hector under control? An enemy party is approaching our location, but I want to observe them first.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Duchar replied as he put on his Class outfit and cast a spell. “Obscuring Mist.”

A fog of ambient miasma swirled around them, creating a cloud of mist that kept the group shrouded from sight. They took cover behind a small mound and watched as a group of imperial soldiers matching the will-o’-wisp’s description perfectly walked by: an orc using a swordsman-type class, a human archer, a mage with a staff and blue robes similar to Belzemine’s Pyromancer outfit, and two mastiffs sniffing around for trouble.

At their helm was Leonard himself. Simon could recognize that armor anywhere.

What is he doing here? Simon cursed. Did he decide to do some recon himself ahead of the raid drill? 

Ugh, of course he did. It was Leonard, too brave and honorable by half.

“They seem… experienced…” Hector whispered.

“Use the Brand to communicate, Hector,” Simon reminded the Executioner, who wasn’t yet used to his new gifts. The imperial hounds guiding the group hadn’t yet noticed them. Simon quickly broadcasted relevant information to his allies. “The Dreadnought is the one that will be leading the imperial raid next month. He was level forty-three when we last crossed paths, maybe more now.”

“Oh, then this is an excellent opportunity.” Duchar nodded to himself. “We should kill him where he stands.”

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine. “Why?”

“Well, assuredly killing the upcoming raid’s leader will convince the army that sending troops so deep into the Darkwood is not worth the risk when they have a war on their doorstep,” Duchar pointed out. “Losing a level forty-three commander will be a harsh blow to their morale. This will spare us a more determined effort in the future.”

He’s… not wrong, Simon conceded, though he remained wary on top of not being particularly comfortable with the idea of killing an old friend. His sister will swear revenge, though. I know she will, and Louis might take it as a challenge… 

The idea of killing Leonard truly horrified Simon. The Dreadnought had put his life on the line to save him multiple times, taking a number of lethal blows for him across several reigns. He had been a friend, and his sister served as Simon’s mistress at one point. As much as killing him might be the most expedient solution to the upcoming raid on paper, he just couldn’t kill him like a common soldier. He knew it was irrational, especially considering Hector had slaughtered an imperial scouting party mere minutes ago, but every fiber of his being told him his retainer did not deserve to die a cruel and expected death in a swamp.

But if they continue this way, they’ll eventually reach the ruins near the Halls of the Minotaur, Simon thought grimly. If they see it, the War Party might try to seize it in case it contains useful elven artifacts or magic. This could jeopardize everything. 

“I owe the man a favor, so I would rather avoid killing him if possible,” Simon decided as he put on a Fiendmask to shapeshift into his Old Man of the Woods disguise. “Stay behind, both of you. I will try to talk them out of advancing any further. With luck, they might listen and keep their distances from the Halls of the Minotaur.”

Hector leaned forward, his gaze through the executioner’s hood turning absolutely menacing. “And if they… do not?”

Do you really want me to say it? 

“Then…” Simon clenched his teeth. “Then I will understand.”
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  There were five creatures in the imperial bestiary that troops were allowed to flee from on sight: archfiends, dragons, dryads, liches, and Eidolons. 

Simon had used Anathemic Secrecy to present himself as the first of these creatures, but Leonard and his soldiers were no local adventurer or criminal group he could intimidate easily. Standard procedure meant they would immediately report his presence, and that might bring complications.

Instead, he altered his stats to fit his disguise of the Old Man in the Woods, appearing as an ancient fey creature that, while powerful, didn’t represent a potentially existential threat to the War Party’s interests in the region. The hounds sensed his approach as he stepped out of Duchar’s fog, the dogs whining and prostrating themselves at his approach. Leonard’s group instantly tightened their ranks, weapons raised; although Simon noticed that the orc among them lagged behind, his spine struggling against the urge to bend downwards.

His Unquestionable Ruler Perk had grown powerful enough to affect goblinoids. Interesting. 

“You may lay down your weapons,” Simon declared, trying his best to ‘age-up’ his voice behind the Fiendmask disguise. “I come to you as an envoy of the forest, who wishes you no harm.”

“You can speak our language?” Leonard asked, though he didn’t lower his sword. “Now that is a surprise. Are you a fiend?”

“I am no demon, young Leonard, though some call this place their home now.” Leonard hid his surprise well, but Simon had spent enough time around him to recognize that being called out by name had rattled him. “I have been observing your group for a while, and I believe you are a sensible soul. Hence why I have chosen to come to you, bearing peace’s banner.”

Leonard glanced at his mage. “Threat estimation.”

“Level sixty or so,” the mage replied, squinting at Simon. He must have had a stat-reading Perk or spell of some kind. “A fey creature. A dryad’s emissary.”

“A dryad?” Leonard looked up at the manatree’s shadow beyond the veil of miasma. “The local dryad is alive?”

“Our lady is alive, but sick from an ancient curse,” Simon confirmed. That much was true. “The blighted landscape around you is the result.”

Leonard assessed him warily. “What do you want, spirit?”

“I ask that you turn back and return from where you came from.”

“That we cannot do, sir. Our orders are to push into the Darkwood and establish a safari zone for grinding.”

“This is folly,” Simon argued. “There are other horrors deeper in these woods, creatures that would wander far into the local town and ravage the region if disturbed. I have kept them at bay so far, but each new intrusion further pokes the beehive. Thousands of innocent lives will be lost if you continue.”

Leonard was a loyal soldier, but he was also noble and honorable. He didn’t disbelieve the claim at face value. “What kind of monsters?”

“Fiends attracted by the miasma, corrupted fey, the undead… some that would rip you to shreds on sight, however strong a Dreadnought you might be.” Simon leaned forward a little. “Surely a knight like you would understand that robbing a person in their own home is wrong and invites retaliation?”

“Even if you speak the truth, our orders are clear,” Leonard replied sternly. “We must establish a training camp in these woods.”

“You may do that, just not here, so close to the manatree and its most dangerous denizens,” Simon argued. Now that he had shown them the rod, it was time to bring out the carrot. “The other parts of the Darkwood are safe. I could even help you with your goal, if you agree to stay in a specific area.”

“Help how?” Leonard asked tentatively.

“I could send the weakest creatures to be culled by your soldiers. This would lessen my burden and fulfill your orders without endangering the town.” Simon could always summon more imps or brew slimes without jeopardizing his defenses. “Peace through coexistence.”

On paper, this should be a golden opportunity for Leonard to seize. The imperial army would get its training camp at a reduced risk and win a local intermediary to deal with the Darkwood’s most dangerous creatures, and this would cancel the raid. 

“If you need any proof of my goodwill, I can already send troublesome creatures to a designated spot of your choice,” Simon suggested as Leonard considered his offer. “I will gladly assist you in your task here so long as you respect our boundaries.”

Leonard pondered his words in silence, his men exchanging nervous glances behind him, their hands tightening their grip on their weapons. They feared a battle could start at any time. Simon himself was ready to unleash his Dreadful Aura at the first sign of aggression and signal the Honorius family to attack them.

He didn’t want a battle, but… he would wage one if he had to. 

Come on, Leonard, don’t be a gallant fool, Simon thought, praying to the Light and Dark both that his former retainer would see reason. Take the easy win. Take the deal and come back to your sister alive. 

“A powerful surge of mana took place to the south of the Darkwood yesterday,” Leonard finally said. “Do you know anything about that?”

Simon was thankful the Fiendmask hid his expression behind an inhuman visage. Did they notice the Merchant Crestone’s destruction? It did release a huge amount of mana when Simon consumed it, but he had been careful to operate miles away from Whispermire. 

“I have no knowledge of this,” Simon lied. “You people are at war, if I can trust the metal birds flying over our forest days and nights. What happens beyond this forest is of no concern to us.”

“Is it? Then why do you care about protecting local humans from your kind’s depredation?” Leonard briefly glanced at the woods and the fog shielding the Honorius family from his sight. Had he somehow sensed their presence too? “The creatures living here have grown stronger and more organized lately, according to our reports. What do you have to say to that?”

“All monsters across the world grow stronger,” Simon admitted, before seeing an opportunity. “A great comet is approaching this planet as we speak, as it did long in the past.”

“A comet?” Leonard asked in disbelief.

“Yes. A comet that strengthens the Dark and will bring disaster upon this world.” Simon could see that Leonard struggled to believe his words, but this might be a chance to convince the War Party to take the problem seriously. “Your presence in these woods will only exacerbate the problem. I have the situation well in hand, but your interference may threaten this delicate balance unless we can reach an agreement.”

Simon had no way of seeing Leonard’s face past his Dreadnought armor, but the man had served half a dozen reigns as his subordinate. He could read his body language, the way his knees bent slightly, the slight, almost imperceptible moment when he pivoted to shield his allies with his body…

Don’t do it, Leonard, Simon pleaded mentally, even as the tension in the air grew heavier and heavier. Don’t do it, please, don’t do–

Leonard charged faster than any other Dreadnought should be able to, sword first.

His agility would have taken most other foes by surprise, but Simon was already aware of that secret trick of his and reacted quickly. He immediately unleashed his Dreadful Aura, bathing the area in otherworldly terror, and then raised his hand at his retainer.

“Hellthunder!”

A mighty bolt of crimson lightning erupted from his fingers and crackled forth.

Leonard swiftly reacted by raising his pavise shield to protect himself, but the energy struck more than just the body; it hurt the very soul, the current coursing through his armor, and briefly causing a view of the skeleton within to flash to life. A brief moment of guilt washed over Simon, only to be quickly drowned by a rush of adrenaline and combat instincts.  

A fight was a fight. 

His Dreadful Aura sent the hounds running, but the imperial soldiers readied their weapons. Simon briefly wondered if they were all higher-leveled than him before dismissing the possibility. He had seen the brief flash of fear in their gazes. They had been affected by his aura, but Leonard took their dread and terror upon himself. 

Hector chose this moment to emerge from his father’s obscuring fog, having craftily moved behind the imperial group to flank them. His dark frame cast a great shadow upon the enemy as he brought down his axe on the archer of the group, the woman barely having time to turn and raise her bow before the blade lopped off her head… 

Or rather, that was what would have happened had Leonard not taken the damage upon himself. The archer was instead thrown across the clearing with her head still attached.

“An ambush!” her orc swordsman ally shouted as he engaged Hector in melee, his blade now oozing poison. “It’s a trap!”

Leonard was too strong for Hector’s strike to kill him outright, but blood did leak from beneath his armor. His pain from both the blow and lightning failed to halt his charge, his sword clashing with Simon’s disguised morning star in a blow that sent a brief ripple reverberating through the air, the force of the blow revealing the mace for what it was. Although Leonard was higher-leveled, the Overlord Class’ greater strength modifier more than made up for it. 

“A forest spirit, using a forged metal weapon?!” Leonard scoffed as he pressed on with his sword, trying to break past Simon’s guard. “You were deceiving us the moment you opened your mouth!”

“Duchar, Hector, incapacitate him!” Simon shouted as he raised a free hand at Leonard. “Chaos Wave.”

Leonard raised his pavise just in time to avoid a blow to the face, the spell’s shockwave instead throwing him back a bit. However, Simon quickly noticed that the mage of the group had used the opportunity to move to the side and start incantating. 

“Megafrost!” the imperial magus said, a rain of hail and icicles materializing from his staff and flying straight at Simon. 

Inventory, Simon thought as he switched his Ring of Cursed Flame for a Ring of Cursed Winter he had prepared just for the occasion. The hailstorm harmlessly bounced off his newfound immunity to Frost damage. 

Although Simon could only wear one ring at a time, he had created a few that protected him from the most common elemental damage types, like fire or lightning. So long as he reacted in time to switch them out, such weak spells would always fail to affect him. 

“Hellfire,” Simon countered. 

A skull-shaped fireball erupted from his snapping fingers and flew at the mage, who hastily stomped the ground and raised a wall of ice to intercept the projectile. Tainted steam and fumes rose at the point of impact. 

“Diabolism, Ser Leonard!” the mage shouted as he prepared to cast another spell. “That thing is a demon!”

“Focus on their leader!” Leonard shouted as he lunged at Simon again to keep the assault going, but thick ice chains appeared out of nowhere to bind his feet and arms, causing him to stumble; likely a hidden Duchar’s work. Simon exploited the opportunity to cast a second Hellfire at the mage before he could complete his incantation, forcing him to dive out of the way to avoid the fireball.

Only Leonard has a high level among this squad, and he weakens himself by taking on their wounds, Simon thought. This will be over soon.

Meanwhile, the orc swordsman was dancing around Hector while struggling to avoid his axe, his poisoned sword darting and inflicting superficial wounds on the executioner. He must have mistaken Hector for a living creature rather than an undead and hoped that an ailment would eventually bring him down. The archer of the group, who had recovered from Hector’s previous blow, supported her allies by firing arrows of mana at all her foes. Simon deflected a hit with his morning star while the projectiles barely needled Hector.

Unfortunately, this infuriated the undead. Hector let out a raging wail, tossed the orc swordsman back with a backhand, and then lunged at the archer in a blur of speed. An unholy crimson aura radiated from his axe.

“Execution!” he snarled with an animalistic grunt as he caught up to the archer, too quickly for her to retreat. 

“Wait–” Simon shouted in alarm, far too late, his heart skipping a beat in his chest when the blow connected. 

Hector brought down his axe and killed two people in one blow. 

Leonard absorbed the blow for his ally as he did before, the aura surrounding the axe swirling around him as an invisible force beheaded him and sent his helmet flying into the mud. 

An Instadeath effect. 

Leonard’s sudden and brutal demise removed his protection, so Hector’s axe chopped the archer in two like a log, staining the earth with blood and entrails. The Executioner fed on the deaths, his muscles surging with newfound strength and bloodlust. He glanced back at the terrified orc swordsman in utter silence, his eyes piercing through his hood with violent malice. 

“Ser Leonard, Astrid!” the mage gasped in horror. “By the Light…”

At this point, Simon’s Dreadful Aura finally took hold and instilled Terror in the survivors. The mage and the orc swordsman tried to run away, but Hector simply lunged at the latter and struck him in the back. His axe cut his victim from the shoulder to the hip, killing him instantly. 

Unwilling to let anyone else live to tell the tale, Simon cast Mire at the mage. Vile green slime materialized over the man’s skin, devouring his flesh and sapping his vitality. He tripped over a branch onto the ground, and Simon quickly moved in for the kill. His morning star smashed the mage’s skull and sealed his soul into a miasma gem. 

Hector roared in victory and then turned his gaze on Simon. He briefly feared his own ally would turn against him in the throes of his bloodlust, only for Hector to crumble to his knees.

“Calm down, my son,” Duchar said as he walked out of the fog while waving his staff at his berserk child. “Quiet.”

The enchantment in the staff restrained Hector, his grunts of rage slowing down as the haze of bloodlust faded away. Simon walked away to check on Leonard. Although he knew his old retainer was dead, a small sliver of him hoped his Deathmastery Perk would let him harvest his soul. He only had to touch his friend’s severed head to realize the opportunity was long gone, if it ever existed at all.

Leonard was dead. Dead in a way that had prevented Simon from harvesting his soul. 

They had killed one of the few good, honest men Simon had ever met. A friend who had saved his life more than once, including the last reign. 

And the Overlord Class transformed that grief and guilt into power and pleasure. It filled his bones with power and a new level’s thrill. 


Level 38 Overlord Perk: Deathmastery IV (Active): You may summon a phantom steed to serve you. This ghostly horse is tied to your lifeforce—disappearing if brought farther than three hundred feet from you—obeys your orders at will, and can be summoned after one hour if it is ever destroyed. The phantom steed ignores terrain effects, and can walk on both water and wind. 



The pleasure lasted only an instant, leaving only guilt behind.

Why? Why hadn’t Leonard taken the deal? Had Simon said something that aroused his suspicions? Had he failed to sound convincing enough? Or did Leonard receive specific orders to investigate the Darkwood or the Merchant Crestone’s destruction, making a conflict unavoidable?

Simon couldn’t fight the nagging suspicion that he could have avoided this somehow. Even the knowledge that Leonard would return to life in the next reign didn’t help him process the situation any better.

It was such a waste. 

“Your Majesty?” Duchar inquired.

“This man saved my life once,” Simon replied, his voice dying in his throat. More than once. “I repaid my life debt with death.”

“Yes, I… I understand how it could bother Your Majesty.” 

“My apologies… Your Majesty…” Hector rattled as he held his head with one hand. “The fog of war and the blood of the living… they cloud my mind.” 

“I do not blame you,” Simon reassured him. He had followed his orders, and mishaps happened in battle. “The fault is mine alone for not coming up with a better plan.”

Duchar stroked his beard. “It might not be entirely too late for this man, though.”

Simon’s heart swelled with hope. “You can raise him?”

“As a mindless corpse, most certainly.” Duchar cleared his throat when Simon glared at him in response. “When the body perishes, the soul usually departs towards the nearest manatree within one minute of what we call ‘death.’ Their memories, experience, and sense of self then return to the river of mana while their purified spirit awaits reincarnation.”

Simon’s eyes widened in understanding. “The Muse has his soul?”

“She should have it, yes… under normal circumstances. I cannot say how her current predicament affects the local cycle of souls.” Duchar glanced at the slaughter around them. “In any case, what should we do with them? I would suggest raising the corpses as labor, but the imperial army will surely send people to recover their bodies.”

Simon wondered what to do. Bringing the bodies back to the Halls of the Minotaur would lead to disaster, and the theft of their Crestones would be investigated; not to mention that extracting the schematics would take much time. But still, he didn’t want to leave Leonard’s body to rot in the open. 

In the end, Simon decided to follow Duchar’s original suggestion and make it look like Darkwood monsters had torn the scouts apart. This would hopefully teach the War Party that a raid would lead to disaster and outweigh the benefits of leveling-up their soldiers. 

“Leave them here,” Simon said before telepathically calling out to one of his followers, a woodsman who had had success infiltrating adventurer parties in the past. “Mockingbird two, come to me with your group. I have corpses for you to move.” 

The least he could do was to give Leonard a proper burial. 



After having his followers ‘miraculously’ stumble upon the site of Leonard’s death with orders to bring the bodies back to town and report on their demise, Simon fulfilled his promise to Cassandra and led her family outside the Darkwood for dinner. Since bringing Hector to Whispermire would have led to disaster, they instead settled into the same cultist couple’s farm a fair distance away from the town. Simon also took the opportunity to interrogate the Muse about Leonard’s soul on the way there. 

“Closed from the world’s roots I have been, by my sisters most treacherous,” the Muse explained with anger. “The souls of the dead stay trapped in my woods, left to rot in the Dark and denied my guidance.”

“So his soul is still within your grasp?” Simon inquired. 

“Trapped as I am, he is doomed to wander my miasma forevermore,” the Muse replied, her next words a gentle whisper full of promises. “Fear not, beloved. Once freed from my stone bindings, his spirit I shall guide back to you to serve.”

Was that an empty oath meant to encourage him to hurry up and free her, or were her words genuine? Simon couldn’t tell until he had done further research.

Even then, what would that change? There was no spell that could truly revive the dead. The best he could do with Leonard’s soul would be to bring him back as an undead like Lorimor. Somehow, he doubted his former retainer would appreciate the gesture. 

The thought wouldn’t leave his mind for the entire evening, even if the dinner was pleasant enough. Cassandra was a surprisingly good cook, perhaps thanks to her potion expertise, and her stew was delicious. Simon tasted it in silence while the Honorius family caught up. 

“Your skin complexion has improved, Hector,” Cassandra said, though Simon didn’t notice any difference. “You look healthier.”

“I feel… I belong here,” her brother rasped. “I do not need to sleep… as much as before.”

“His Majesty’s ability to strengthen the undead reinforces your flesh and mind,” Duchar noted. “We must continue to work on your anger management issues, my son, but I am happy with your progress.”

“I have been working on potions to ease the nerves,” Cassandra said. “I could brew some.”

“I cannot taste… anything, anymore,” Hector replied. He hadn’t touched his stew. “It is…”

“Deadening?” Duchar coughed. “My apologies, my son. My jest was in poor taste.”

“I… do not mind.”

“What about you, Cassandra?” Duchar asked his daughter. “How are your necromantic studies going?”

“I gained a new level yesterday,” she replied proudly. “Providing potions to my flock has brought me much experience.”

“Good. Keep it up.”

How could a family dinner involving a witch, a necromancer, and a flesh golem sound so normal? Then again, he had never been invited to one in all his years in Frightwall, so he didn’t have much experience with those… though he doubted Louis and Euphemia could share a table without throwing cutlery at each other.  

“Is something wrong, Simon?” Cassandra asked, drawing him out of his thoughts. “You seem preoccupied.”

Simon set his spoon aside. “Do you think it is wrong to kill someone even when you have the means to eventually revive them?”

“Of course it is right,” Duchar replied as if that was the most obvious thing in the world. “Death is but an illness to be cured. Temporary sacrifices can be excused in the service of future prosperity."

“Wrong…” Hector rasped. “It is wrong… life should never be… taken lightly.”

Cassandra was the one who pondered the question the longest, and who provided the wisest answer. “It depends on the situation, but I agree with Hector, life is precious. Nobody can tell how the future will unfold. Even the best necromancy spells can fail.” She glanced at her brother, a look of sorrow briefly gracing her face. “Important things can be lost in the process.”

She likely referred to how Hector’s revival as an undead had taken its toll on his body and psyche, but her words resonated with Simon. The loss of Eole’s friendship, Anna, and now Leonard… the reigns exacted an unavoidable toll. 

People changed from one reign to the next. The Anna who had married Thalas was not the same he had shared a bed with in the Berwick Islands, nor was the Leonard he had slain the man who had given his life to save him from Thalas’ murderous hands. Perhaps he needed to accept that, like Louis had advised him to once, yet he struggled to imagine treating the likes of Lauriane like strangers each time he woke up in his bedroom in Frightwall. 

Did it matter at all? Only Simon’s final reign would stick as far as he knew. Everything beforehand would be little more than a dream or illusion… at least from his point of view. What if the reigns he had completed continued to linger on, like the branches of a tree, their worlds continuing beyond his death? 

I still understand so little about the reigns, and the only people who might be able to provide answers are either plotting my death in Illusea or haunting Castle Carcas’ basement, Simon thought. Could I preserve people’s memories beyond a given reign? I would assume it would trigger the curse and lead to an early grave, or that Father would have done so by now if he could… assuming he cared to try. 

Perhaps he should dedicate a reign to investigating the timeloop mechanism. Simon had been focused on gathering knowledge on more pressing matters like the civil war or the Zodiac Parade, and he lacked the arcane background to understand how Mardok and Elios Magnos managed the colossal feat of turning back time, but…one day. One day. 

“Thank you for your answers,” Simon said after emptying his plate. “I’m calling it quits for the night. I need to clear my mind, take a breath of fresh air.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” Cassandra asked softly. “I will gladly provide a friendly ear, if you need one.”

Simon pondered her offer. Truth be told, he did enjoy her company and she was quite the fount of wisdom. He wouldn’t mind spending a bit more time with her. Besides, they needed to return to Whispermire together anyway, so… 

“Have you ever flown, Cassandra?” he asked. 

“I have taken an airship before,” she replied with a slight frown. “Why?”

“Well… how about we ride the wind home?”
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  Simon’s phantom steed was quite the disturbing creature.

He had expected a ghostly version of a horse, but while the entity was indeed made of greenish ectoplasm, it took the shape of a frightful equine corpse. A moldy hide stretched over bones exposed through rotten holes, and two unholy flames burned within its skull-face’s eye sockets.

It was otherwise a normal horse, though, with a saddle and reins, and solid enough to carry him and Cassandra on its back. Simon’s Warmonger Perk intuitively taught him how to ride the creature and guide it as it began to ride across the nightwind.

And then they flew.

Simon’s heart skipped a beat when his steed’s hooves stopped touching the ground and began to race across empty air like a mad donkey climbing a mountain. The wind flew upon their faces, and Cassandra clung to him with all of her strength. They rose and rode into pitch black night after waving her father and brother goodbye.

It was such an exhilarating feeling to ascend upwards. The steed couldn’t fly all that high, no more than four or five hundred feet, but that was enough to watch trees and farmhouses shrink beneath them. Cassandra cast a fog spell to keep them hidden from sight until they reached Whispermire’s outskirts and landed unseen, after which Simon dismissed the horse with a wave of his hand. He had the intuition that it would prove quite useful.

“That was something,” Simon mused once they returned to the Midnight Market.

“I liked it very much. It was a nice outing, and a pleasant evening in general.” Cassandra smiled at him. “Thank you for indulging me, Simon.”

“You are welcome. It was… nice.”

“But something else weighs on your mind,” Cassandra noted. “Is it about what happened with the Dreadnought? Father told me you planned to resurrect him, if possible.”

“Yes.” Simon crossed his arms. “I keep telling myself I can bring him back, that his death was unintentional, and that it was necessary to prevent a worse situation later, but he was still a former comrade at the end of the day. I don’t like killing friends.”

Cassandra nodded in understanding. “I never had a living friend before you, so I cannot say whether you were in the right or the wrong, but I think the fact you are asking yourself that at all means you are not a bad person.”

I’m not sure a good person would be conducting a ritual to unleash a demon upon the world, even for the purpose of saving the world, Simon thought, although he did appreciate the compliment. It didn’t take long for them to reach their quarters. “Thank you for your kind words, at the very least. I guess this is it for the night then.”

Cassandra reached for her door, only to hesitate an instant. “If you do not mind, can I ask you a question?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Are you courting me, Simon?”

Huh? Where did that come from? “Why that question?”

“Because my other friend, Nora, asked me the question when I said you brought me gifts and liked to spend time with me,” Cassandra replied calmly. “I have never been courted by a living person, so I didn’t know how to answer.”

Oh. Simon suddenly realized he must have been sending quite a few mixed signals over the last few weeks or so.

Was he courting Cassandra? He did find her attractive, and he enjoyed her company enough to seek it out. He had even grown somewhat used to her family’s weirder and darker aspects over the last months. They had indeed become friends, and he wouldn’t mind dating her.

However, besides the fact that he was technically engaged to the Stone Muse and that she might badly react to her ‘beloved’ courting another woman, the memory of his time with Anna still remained fresh on his mind. The idea of growing close to Cassandra only for her to treat him as a stranger on the next reign pained him.

Then again, this reign might last decades for all he knew, if he managed to survive the Zodiac Parade and whatever else the future held for him. As much as he missed Anna, he couldn’t exactly see himself staying a celibate hermit for over ninety more lifetimes. It would be a nice change of pace to live a full life rather than having it be cut short by assassins or disaster, whether he shared it with someone else or not…

Simon had so many conflicting feelings about all of this.

“I wouldn’t say we’re quite there yet, but perhaps in the future,” Simon replied sincerely. “I have too much on my mind for now.”

“I understand. I was just curious.” Cassandra nodded at him as she bade him goodnight. “I hope slumber will help clear your mind.”

He hoped so as well.



Simon spent the next few days in Whispermire keeping watch on the situation.

Leonard’s body and those of other imperial scouts were returned to town and then to the War Party’s forces. True to Duchar’s prediction, the death of so many Class users convinced the army that turning the area into a training camp wasn’t worth the losses, and the imperial raid was swiftly cancelled.

So Louis decided to bomb the Darkwood instead.

Three days after Leonard’s demise, Simon woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of city bells ringing madly and tremors shaking the ground. He only had to take a look out the window to see two War Party airships raining fire down from the sky upon the Darkwood, with plumes of smoke rising from the miasma. They unleashed their fury for an entire night in a blind orgy of destruction that could be observed all the way from Whispermire.

“What the…” Simon choked in horror as he watched a fireball descend upon the woods and explode on impact, a flash of light illuminating the night in response. His skull buzzed with telepathic attempts to contact him from all across his network of allies. “Duchar?! Hector?! Carrock?!”

“We are being bombarded, Your Majesty!” the old sorcerer replied. “A fire has started on the third level!” 

“My brothers burn from the bitter kiss of flame!” Carrock the Treant roared in fear and fury through his own Brand. Although Simon had had the foresight to give him a Ring of Cursed Flame to negate his kind’s vulnerability to fire, he couldn’t say the same for his fellow trees.

Simon briefly thought it was a calculated attempt to destroy the Hall of the Minotaur, but the airships continued to fly over the forest towards areas without anything important in them. This was no calculated attempt to cull the monster population or a preparation for an offensive; it was retaliation, pure and simple.

Simon cursed himself for not seeing this coming. Of course the War Party couldn’t allow a commander’s death to go unavenged. They lacked the resources or need to purge the Darkwood with soldiers, but a bombing run on their own turf was a cheap way to both retaliate for Leonard’s loss and reaffirm their faction’s power to those who may have doubted it.

“Do we retaliate, Your Majesty?” a gargoyle asked, his voice brimming with bloodlust. “We can fly up and cast them down from the sky!”

“No, no, everyone retreat to the Halls of the Minotaur’s Sanctum or to the marshes,” Simon ordered his allies and servants. Attacking the airships would only cause Louis to escalate further by sending more ships to finish the job. “Do not retaliate, I repeat, do not retaliate! They are only passing through, so focus on survival!”

Simon then spent the night guiding his followers from afar to safety towards cult-affiliated locations or safehouses. Dozens of plumes of smoke covered the sky above the Darkwood by the time the airships departed.

The forest’s muddy, wet atmosphere prevented an all-out fire across the region, but Simon teleported back to the Halls of the Minotaur to find the stonemasonry crumbling in multiple places, with his forces desperately working to put out fires with swampwater or pulling away survivors from beneath piles of debris. He himself spent the better part of the day extinguishing flames with repeated Hellfrost castings.

“Report,” Simon asked Duchar while the two of them used spells to prevent a crumbling wall from collapsing and destroying the workshop.

“We have taken severe damage,” Duchar admitted. His robes had burned at the edges. “I do not think this location has been exposed, and the Sanctum has miraculously avoided any major damage, but we are now at considerably less than full strength.”

That was quite the understatement.

By the time the day was over, the entire western wing of the Halls of the Minotaur had collapsed into a pile of rubble, the courtyard was flooded by the fountain’s destruction, multiple rooms were buried under crumbling stonemasonry, and cracked walls had opened new holes in multiple areas, which represented a considerable security risk. Not to mention that the bombardment had disturbed the local fauna and sent it fleeing throughout the region, which would no doubt cause issues. Even some of Simon’s own slime creations and undead servants were unaccounted for.

At least Father Rodrigue’s cell held firm, so they still had a sacrifice for the ritual.

“Vengeance!” the Stone Muse screeched to anyone who would listen. “A tide of wood and a flood of terror I shall unleash upon these metal birds’ roosts when my bindings are shattered! A hundred heads for every burned root, buried under my temple’s new foundations!” 

“In due time,” Simon reassured her.

True to his intuition, the War Party didn’t order a bombardment on the next night, or the one after. They had been satisfied with putting the local monsters in their place and now focused their efforts back on their enemies to the east. The danger had passed, for now.

Afterwards, Simon spent the last month leading up to the Summer Solstice focusing on reconstructing the Halls, managing the bombardment’s aftermath, and keeping track of events in the wider world.

The Darkwood’s bombing had caused a few monsters outside of Simon’s control to flee the forest and ravage the surrounding countryside, which conveniently occupied the local adventurers for the time being. Unfortunately, major parts of the forest had been turned to cinders. The Halls of the Minotaur were thus bereft of a major natural defense, which meant future intruders would have an easier time locating the Dungeon.

Reports from his allies indicated that the situation on the front was slowly shifting towards the War Party’s favor. Their Goetia Research Center’s sheer rate of Crestone production was simply too great an advantage to overcome, alongside the use of demonic or modified monster warbeasts. They simply produced Class wielders quicker than Euphemia’s troops could kill them.

Even worse, Scaland once again revolted under Vouivre’s leadership and declared its independence from both imperial factions. Considering it had done so in a previous reign, this implied the dragoness would always travel to that island, whether she was driven off from Telluria or not. Simon noted that information for the future. Scaland was located close to the Berwick Islands and Church Party territory, thus increasing the pressure on them.

Silk, true to her promise, had also begun to provide reports on the situation beyond the Dragonsea. The League of Valne and Lore were planning a crossing with Musan and Illusean support, which Simon already knew from a previous reign.

What he didn’t know, however, was that they had opened up secret discussions with the Church Party. According to Silk’s intel, the White Unicorn and Mastemo had opened diplomatic talks for an alliance in return for Euphemia formally renouncing all claims to Magvolia.

It would be a costly political move, if a shrewd one. Magvolia was firmly under the War Party’s thumb, so Euphemia would surrender territory she didn’t control anyway and open a second front for Louis to fight at the same time. Simon had no doubt the White Unicorn would accept her terms, although whether or not that peace would last beyond the War Party’s toppling remained to be seen.

Simon found himself wondering what would have happened if he hadn’t claimed the Darkwood for himself. Would Leonard have pushed forward until he found the Halls of the Minotaur and reported its existence to Louis? Would it have impacted the war at all? Lauriane at least continued to buy monster parts and even live ones that adventurers occasionally captured, so her faction hadn’t entirely given up on the region.

But otherwise, Simon faced no other incident all the way up to the Summer Solstice. When that day came, he climbed up the stairs to the Sanctum, had poor Father Rodrigue bound to the altar, and then proceeded with the sacrifice.

“Great trapped fiend, accept this bloody gift, sacrificed on freedom’s altar,” Simon chanted as he brought down the sacrificial spike on the weeping priest’s chest. “A priest who does not believe in you slaughtered in your unholy name, to herald forth the Summer of Destruction upon your enemies!”

Unlike Lorimor, poor Rodrigue let out a wail of pain and fear when Simon ended his life. Red lightning crackled from his open chest and set arcane symbols alight in the air, shaking the temple with a tremor thankfully nowhere near as powerful as the one unleashed by the War Party’s bombardment. A few stones fell from the ceiling, startling Simon’s gargoyle guards, but the edifice held otherwise.

His vision once again went dark, as it did with the first ritual, followed by the vision of a second chain shattering over the seal. Overwhelming power flooded him with abyssal energies and the thrill of a new level.


Level 39 Overlord Perk: Unyielding Essence IV (Passive): You are now invulnerable to non-magical weapons. 



Interesting. Simon recalled some of his father’s ministers saying they had seen blades shatter against his naked skin. It was good to learn the exact reason why.

Nonetheless, Simon was starting to feel the toll of fading experience gains. He could tell the rush of experience granted by this sacrifice only gave him just enough to progress. The gap between two new levels kept growing wider and wider.

Then again, he only wielded the Overlord class for a little over a year and a half when factoring in all the consecutive reigns. It had taken over half a decade of continuous warfare for Louis to reach level eighty or so in the Warrior Class. Simon would need to find new experience sources in future reigns to keep the momentum going.

“So sweet, the taste of freedom is close!” the Stone Muse rejoiced. “Two more sacrifices and I shall see these bindings broken!”

“The third sacrifice eludes us still, however,” Simon replied as he clutched the soul-gem he had extracted from Father Rodrigue. He would relinquish it to Duchar for him to deal with it as he saw fit. “What would you consider the ‘descendant of an enemy?’”

“Those who have bound me are my foes!” the mad dryad replied. “The elven thralls of my treacherous sisters have woven wicked spells, and their blood alone may my fetters rust!”

“So we need the descendant of the elven mages that created your seal in the first place?” Simon had a bad feeling about that. “Do you know their names?”

“Shrouded in secrecy, they came to me, but my faith in you I bestow, Beloved. To the bottom of this matter you shall dig to set me free.”

In short, she had no idea and intended to saddle Simon with all the hard work. Such were the wages of dealing with bound fiends.

“Gifts I have, my dear, to reward you with,” the Stone Muse said with honeyed words. “Spells most foul and devastating.”

“I am still limited to Tier III for now,” Simon replied. “For another level at least, however long it takes.”

“Not all spells require Perks to cast. Geomantic and druidic rituals blending nature and miasma, I can share. How to blight the land and invite nature’s wrath on civilization, how to spawn monsters numerous and twist paths with no return!”

Simon recalled from earlier lessons that geomancy covered magic affecting the very land and terrain rather than individuals. Considering how the current ritual took nearly a year to cast, Simon doubted he would see immediate use for them.

However, since completing a dark ritual like the Seasonal Key was providing him much much-needed Overlord experience, Simon assumed other dark sorcery might let him grow in levels in the future. Knowledge always opened new paths to the bold.

“Very well,” Simon decided. “Do you have anything that could help repair our defenses?”



As it turned out, the Stone Muse did know a useful defensive ritual: the Lost Wilds.

The complex piece of sorcery apparently cursed an entire forest so that anyone taking the wrong turn would end back at the beginning. It would require some preparation, key supplies, and the help of multiple cultists to complete, but he intended to cast it at the first opportunity in order to better shield the Halls of the Minotaur from detection.

Otherwise, Simon also set Shabram and Odette Kano on researching the elven archmages who had sealed away the Muse in the first place; a search that quickly proved difficult. While the region had been inhabited long before the Darkwood’s corruption, Whispermire didn’t exist back then as a settlement, and the binding preceded the town’s registers; moreover, Magvolia was the most recent of the imperial provinces, and many archives had been lost during the conquest. The best Odette could provide was a list of local half-elves and their relatives, whom they had no way to confirm whether they descended from an ancient sorcerer or some unlucky local.

More worrying news arrived soon after, on top of everything.

“You say a dragon has been sighted in the west, Miss Kano?” Simon inquired.

“I would have dismissed such reports as foolishness if they weren’t corroborated by multiple people,” Odette confirmed. “The creature was sighted flying near the Goetia Research Center before disappearing without causing trouble.” 

Could it be Vouivre? No, impossible. She was in Scaland organizing the local scalefolk as part of yet another bid for conquest. She should have killed Casval by now, too. Did she have another sibling to call upon? Or was it merely a large monster local farmers mistook for a dragon?

Or did it have something to do with Lauriane’s constant demand for monster parts? The creature was seen near the Goetia Research Center after all…

“Interesting,” Simon said as he faked being an inscrutable archfiend. “I would not worry too much, Miss Kano. If a dragon dares to cross the Dragonsea to threaten us, I will put it back in its place. Gargauth alone could trade blows with my kind, and he is long departed.”

“I will put my faith in you, Lord Belias,” Odette replied. “I have two more things to report. First of all, I am extending you a formal invitation for the annual ball celebrating Whispermire’s founding at the end of the month. Since important local dignitaries may attend, including our liege lord, Princess Lauriane Magnos, I figured you might be interested in attending it.”

Lauriane might attend? Simon was wary of being recognized, but using a Fiendmask and Anathematic Secrecy should let him slip in undetected. Part of him wanted to see how his favorite half-sister was faring in this reign, and Odette had a point, meeting local dignitaries could let him gather important information about the war.

“I will be sure to attend with my finest human skin,” Simon mused. “What else did you want to discuss, Miss Kano?”

“Silk told me that a certain adventurer party secretly affiliated with the White Unicorn will soon arrive in Whispermire, and that its leader may cause you some issues.”

Simon’s jaw clenched. “Who leads these fools?” he asked, though he already suspected the answer before it arrived.

“A certain Alphonse of Lore.”

  

    
        Chapter 62: The Season of the Minotaur (11)

    
    
    
    
  The full moon was up, and Simon had finished drawing his circle.

He had spent hours from sunset to midnight tracing a many miles wide circle around the Darkwood with his phantom steed while wearing his Old Man in the Woods disguise, only periodically stopping to etch runes of power into trees to mark his ritual’s boundaries. The Lost Wilds could cover an area around forty square miles at the maximum, so long as it counted as wilderness, like a forest or valley. That should be plenty to obfuscate the Halls of the Minotaur. 

Once he had finished completing the circle at the toll of midnight, he rejoined with Duchar, Cassandra, and a group of cultists at the forest’s southern edge, all of them wearing makeshift hoods covering their faces. Three other groups, one for each cardinal direction, waited for his signal all across the Darkwood. 

“My lord,” Cassandra said with a bow as she presented him with a hand-carved turnip lantern whose flame glowed with a bluish ghostlight. “The believers are ready.”

“You have done well, priestess, but their faith remains to be tested,” Simon declared as he seized the lantern and glanced at the group of four cultists. Each of them held their breaths, drinking each of Simon’s words. “This lantern, fed with your blood, brightens with the embers of belief. If your faith is true, it shall show the way forward on this holy pilgrimage towards our Lady’s avowed halls. If you follow me with true hearts and do not waver in your psalms, your destination you shall reach and you shall be initiated into the higher mysteries; but if your faith is found wanting, then you shall haunt these woods for all eternity.”

It was a load of nonsense, but the style and presentation of tonight’s ceremony more than convinced them. Who would doubt the words of an ancient spirit riding a phantom horse and carrying a glowing lantern under the full moon? They ate it all up.

“We shall not disappoint you, oh great and wise spirit of the forest!” one of the cultists replied with enthusiasm. “Our faith shall be our shield!”

“Can somebody help me with my hood?” another asked, his hands fumbling around in the dark. “The holes aren’t big enough, I can’t see nuthin’!”

“I’ve got a sacrificial dagger,” the third said, a blade flashing in the moonlight. “Just hold still, Edward, like that lamb I gutted last week.”

“I swear if you stab me in the eye, Dorian, I’ll drown you in the pig pen’s mud–”

“Are you all done?!” the fourth snapped at them. “You’re ridiculing us in front of the great one!”

I’m starting to realize why most dryad cults end up being discovered, Simon thought as he waited in silence, like the nature spirit he was pretending to be. I hope Lorimor wasn’t the most competent of them.

“I shall pray for your success, my gentle seeds,” Cassandra said with her hands joined as the cultists respectfully bowed to her. She had grown into her role of dryad cult priestess quite well. 

Afterwards, Simon guided the four cultists into the woods, riding ahead with his lantern while his followers muttered psalms praising the Stone Muse. Those were entirely superfluous—the act of treading the wilderness with the lantern towards a destination was the ritual’s actual linchpin—but it helped these people buy into the masquerade. Each of them had received the Brand of Gluttony, granting them some resistance to the ambient miasma’s poisonous nature, though a few still coughed from the fumes. 

Once the Lost Wilds ritual reached its conclusion, only people following the trail used by the four cultist groups would be unaffected by the curse, hence Simon had to carefully plan their itinerary. The group passed by Carrock and his fairy ring, the treant pretending to be a normal tree as they walked by him, then through a few chokepoints before reaching the swamps at the Darkwood’s heart. Simon noticed the terrain twisting around them the more they progressed, with the shadows beneath the trees lengthening, paths twisting like coiling snakes, and bushes covering the trail behind them. He could feel the magic in the air. 

Their group reunited with three others at the Halls of the Minotaur’s threshold, each of them guided by a lantern-wielding gargoyle. The ghostlights flickered once they gathered, then shone bright with a greenish glow that filled Simon’s soul with experience. 

Complete success. 

“Are we done, oh great spirit?” Edward the cultist asked, his eyes peeking through two big holes newly cut into his hood. “Are we becoming immortal now?”

“That’s the third step of initiation,” another cultist replied. “Or so I’ve heard.”

“Are we sacrificing something?” the one called Dorian asked with enthusiasm, his sacrificial dagger sharp and wanting. “Or someone?”

“Oh blessed souls, your pilgrimage is complete, and the Lady accepts you into her sanctuary,” Simon told the fatigued cultists, his hand opening to reveal the Brand of Sloth. Dorian actually looked disappointed by the lack of human sacrifice, but didn’t say a word. “You shall now be blessed with the Mark of the Root, the second of the four, and that shall connect you to the forest itself. Behave well, and greater gifts you shall receive.”

Each of them he branded one after the other, then welcomed them into the Halls of the Minotaur’s lower levels, where a celebratory feast awaited them for their troubles. They would revel until sunrise, and then return to their daily lives with renewed faith until the next full moon. Those who proved themselves with other tasks would receive the Brand of Lust and serve directly in the Halls of the Minotaur to compensate for their losses in the bombardment. 

After leaving his cultists to his gargoyle minions, Simon dismissed his phantom steed and rejoined Duchar in his workshop, which had thankfully been repaired since the bombardments. He found the sorcerer layering spells on a magnetic compass as part of an item crafting process. 

“Your Majesty has returned,” Duchar noted once he finished his incantation. “I assume the ritual was a success? I could feel the magic from here.”

“It worked out well.” Simon put the turnip lantern on a nearby shelf. Its smokeless fire continued to burn without the need for fuel, and would continue to do so until someone managed to disrupt the forest-wide enchantment. “This lantern will light up one of the secret itineraries we used to reach the Halls of the Minotaur. You should keep it with you if you or Hector ever decide to go out. I will entrust the three others to a select few.”

“Your Majesty’s gift honors me. I will enjoy studying such primal ancient magic.” Duchar stroked his beard. “If I may ask, did our host teach you other such rituals?”

“Yes, but none of them are especially useful for our purpose yet,” Simon replied. “One of them, Vernal Fury, has the strength to destroy an entire settlement with ivy and briar, but it can only be cast on the first day of the year.”

“Quite the heavy restriction.”

Simon nodded. Perhaps he would have the option to cast this ritual in a future reign, but it was useless to him for now. “She’s currently teaching me another called Chimeric Bloom, which cultivates a plant whose seeds can transform those who ingest them into monsters. Unfortunately, those creatures aren’t under anyone’s control.”

“Doesn’t Your Majesty possess a Perk allowing them to bind weaker monsters to their will?” Duchar asked with great curiosity. “Surely it would apply to these creatures.”

“Perhaps, but the risk of these creatures running amok or an epidemic of monsters drawing attention to us is too great for now,” Simon replied. “I would rather keep a low profile and avoid a second bombardment.”

“Yes, yes, I understand, that would be most inconvenient,” Duchar replied. “I would prefer to keep this unique biome intact, even beyond the Seasonal Key’s conclusion. Now that our host has confirmed that souls who die in the Darkwood wander it for all eternity, I believe we have a unique chance to further necromantic research. Truthfully, I have begun to wonder if creating such a place was Overlord Mardok’s plan from the start rather than a mere act of passing cruelty.”

“I wouldn’t put it past it being mere sadism,” Simon replied. Everything he had heard about Mardok from either Belzemine’s accounts or history books painted Mardok the Bloodthirsty as a monster worthy of his archfiend title. “He might have also been trying to bind the Minotaur in place and spite the elves while at it. Killing two birds with one stone.”

“Mayhaps. I have the intuition that many of our questions will be answered once our host is free of her bindings and reveals her true power.” Duchar presented Simon with his newly crafted magic compass. “Speaking of bindings, I have completed my current task.”

Simon seized the compass and studied it. It looked rather ordinary, except that it failed to point north as it should have. “This will let us locate the next sacrifice?”

“Yes. His Late Majesty Balzam commissioned me for the creation of a bloodline detection spell, and while it would certainly be more accurate with blood samples of the mages that wove the seal, the mana signature woven into their spellwork should be enough. The compass will need to be in close proximity to our target to function, however.”

“How close?” Simon inquired.

“A few hundred feet,” Duchar replied, much to Simon’s disappointment. “As I said, I could have created a more accurate device with a blood sample, but I had to make do with what I could with the means at hand.”

“You have done well, Duchar. This will have to suffice.” They still had almost two and a half months until the Autumnal Equinox reared its ugly head. That should be plenty of time to find someone that could fulfill the sacrifice requirements. “What of my other commission?”

“That one was a bit more difficult, but I think I have found a workaround.” Duchar searched his workshop and brought him a sun-shaped pendant, which Simon recognized as a holy symbol of the Light that priests usually wore. “If Your Majesty would kindly put this on.”

Simon did so, and immediately sensed a pressure coming from the amulet: the same stark feeling of unease that had seized when he touched the Templar and Merchant Crestones, laced with hostility. The pendant hated him, as much as an animated object could hate its wearer. 

“What beings have been able to sense the Dark radiating from Your Majesty so far?” Duchar asked as he began to cast analysis spells on Simon. 

“Dryads, the Paladin, and fiends,” Simon replied. Duchar raised an eyebrow at the mention of the Paladin. “It’s a long story, but I think Paladin Vassal Classes can detect me too, unless I am shrouded in a place strong with the Dark.”

“This wouldn’t surprise me. The Overlord is a living wellspring of the Dark, and Your Majesty’s protective Perks only cover divination magic. Anyone attuned to the Dark or the Light would detect your true nature, especially with a Fiendmask on.” Duchar nodded to himself. Whatever his analysis spells told him pleased him. “Nonetheless, this pendant should… well, not entirely cover Your Majesty’s aura—nothing short of the Paladin Crestone would suffice, and even then I’m not sure—but at least diffuse it.”

“How did you achieve this feat?” Simon asked as he opened up the pendant and found himself staring at a pitch black miasma crystal inside, a chill traveling down his spine the moment he recognized it. “This is Father Rodrigue’s soul.”

“Ingenious, is it not?” Duchar chuckled to himself. “His priestly soul’s harnessed faith acts as a screen, a moon that obscures the darkness.”

In short, Simon would have to carry the soul of the priest he had sacrificed on a demon’s altar to better hide among his fellow believers. The Overlord in him approved the prospect as much as his human side found it disturbing. 

Bear with it, Simon, he told himself. It will be alright in the end. 

Nonetheless, this would take a thorn out of Simon’s foot. Alphonse’s ability to detect the Dark meant he could have accidentally spotted and recognized Simon the same way he did in Valne… especially since Silk informed him that he might show up at Odette’s ball under a false identity. 

Simon had the sneaking suspicion the White Unicorn might try something should his sister Lauriane indeed attend the ball. He didn’t think they would be so brazen as to assassinate her ahead of the Valne-Lore landing, but they hadn’t been above ambushing him, Eole, and Belzemine when they least expected it. 

Moreover, Odette had provided him with a guest registry, and some interesting names appeared on it. Some he suspected would cause him troubles in the near future. 

He would take no risks. 



The glow of dancing lights and the music coming from the Midnight Market could be noticed from streets away.  

The area was a lot more fortified than usual. Armed retinues assisted Odette’s guards in managing a long line of guests with rigorous precision at the entrance, checking every visitor’s invitation alongside searching them for hidden weapons. Simon’s turn arrived, though they failed to pick up on the Fiendmask hiding his features. A gross oversight when holding a ball hosting so many important local figures… 

“Mister Titivillus, a pleasure to welcome you to Whispermire’s yearly Founding Ball,” the guard said as he provided Simon with a sheet of paper. “Here is a formal schedule of the dances, songs, and events. Our servants will be happy to answer any query you might have, or provide any assistance you may require.”

“Thank you kindly,” Simon replied, first signing the guestbook and then walking inside. The Midnight Market’s main hall had been transformed into a lavish ballroom decorated with tapestries of House Magnos’ manticore to showcase Whispermire’s loyalty to the War Party. Magically multicolored torches and chandeliers gave it a pleasant, ethereal feeling, and a party of minstrels, jugglers, and firebreathers provided all the entertainment guests needed; a handful of them were even part of Simon’s cult and tasked to keep an eye on the situation for him. Heralds announced the guests as they entered, though Simon only garnered faint, polite applause due to his anonymity. 

A sense of unease washed over Simon the moment he entered the room.

He at first thought Alphonse was its source, before quickly realizing otherwise. This was no sense of overwhelming danger that preceded the arrival of a dragon or Elios Magnos, or the instinctual recognition of a natural enemy, but the faint recognition of a kindred blackened soul. 

The Dark. 

A dangerous creature of the Dark lurked among the guests. 

“Samuel,” a familiar voice called out to Simon. It took him a moment to recognize Odette Kano as she walked up to welcome him. She had put on an elegant purple gown with a silver mesh in her hair, both of which made her look surprisingly lovely. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

“I couldn’t deny the pleasure of filling in for your late husband, my dear Lord-Mayor,” Simon replied as he offered his hand. “Is purple the color of mourning in Whispermire?”

“No, it is not,” Odette replied, her gaze sharp. “You seem unsettled.” 

“I sense foulness here,” he warned her as he looked over at the guests. There were hundreds of them gathered tonight, whether they were wealthy merchants, local bourgeois, or nobles. “A dangerous intruder lurks among your guests, besides myself of course.” 

Odette quickly glanced at the crowd around them, and swiftly identified the source of Simon’s unease: a couple in a corner, a blue-haired woman in a gown, and a fat, balding middle-aged man with thick gray hair and a greenish doublet.  

Silk, and a stranger smiling at Simon.

Just looking at the man left him uneasy. The man looked utterly banal, almost unassuming, but he felt wrong the same way Casval unsettled him in the past. 

“She was supposed to come alone,” Odette said sharply. “How did he get past the guards?”

“Through the front door, I would assume,” Simon said after making a mental note to check the guestbook. He nonetheless feigned confidence and approached Silk and her companion as if they were old friends. “A pleasure to see you here, Miss Nightingale," Simon greeted Silk, taking her hand and kissing it. She smiled in response. “You are quite ravishing tonight.”

“Careful,” the stranger said as he kissed Odette’s hand in turn. Unlike Silk, she swallowed her tongue and didn’t particularly appreciate the gesture. “Her hands are caked in poison more often than not.”

“Not tonight,” Silk replied. “We are here to listen, not to kill.”

“I am happy to hear this,” Simon said. The last thing he wanted for tonight was to deal with an assassination or commotion.

“Ludwig Bert is the name by which I go tonight,” the stranger said with a wide smirk. Clearly an alias. “By what name does your friend go by tonight, Miss Kano?”

“Samuel Titivillus,” Odette replied warily. “Bert, like the Lore-Musan trading company?”

“We are citizens of the world,” the stranger replied evasively. “Forgive me for crashing your little party, but if it can reassure you, your security was passable.”

“Could you be one of my own?” Simon inquired cryptically. 

“Mayhaps.” The stranger glanced at Simon’s throat. “Beautiful, that pendant of yours. I prefer more natural disguises, but using a priest’s soul is the height of irony. I approve.”

He could sense what was in the pendant? The more they spoke, the more suspicious Simon grew. “What business are you in, my good sir?”

“Oh, I am no one of importance. A mere merchant-lord from Muse.”

“He’s lying,” Odette stated the obvious at the stranger’s face. 

“A merchant-lord, or a merchant-prince?” Simon asked, fishing for information.

The man smiled back, and Simon could have sworn his face changed for a second, with wrinkles shifting place and his eyes briefly glowing purple. “What difference does it make nowadays, when so many fools would crown themselves kings and emperors?”

He hadn’t denied it, the bastard. 

“You have done well to cast that curse on the Darkwood, but you should take care of those lanterns.” The stranger sounded pleasant enough, but there was mischief behind his steely gaze. “They are easily lost or misplaced.”

“A friend has no need to borrow anything,” Simon replied with the same tone, his smile fading away. He could see a veiled threat when he saw one, especially since it implied the Cobweb had either infiltrated his cult or witnessed the Lost Wilds ritual. “I would be happy to show you my home. You only need to ask.”

“No need, I simply decided to drop by on my way to other opportunities.” The stranger crossed his arms behind his back, his smirk widening. “You need not worry. I have an inkling of what you are doing in these woods, and our goals align.” 

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Do they?”

“You would be surprised.” The stranger glanced at the ballroom’s entrance. “Alas, I fear troublemakers will soon ruin your fun.”

Thump.

Simon’s heart skipped a beat, the Overlord in him detecting his natural enemy approaching. His head snapped towards the threshold in time to witness an elegant young noblewoman with long purple hair and a pretty white dress entering the ballroom, with two familiar bodyguards at her back. He had dyed his hair black, put on colored lenses, and traded his clothes for a humble adventurer’s tunic, but Simon easily recognized Alphonse of Lore. The redhead rogue whom Eole had thrown over a cliff to her death in Valne accompanied him. 

“Lady Satine of Magvolia!” the herald announced, with the crowd cheering for her. The name didn’t sound familiar to Simon, but it seemed to carry some weight around here. 

Wait, I saw her before, Simon thought, his eyes squinting at the noblewoman, this ‘Satine.’ She was with Alphonse at both the Monoceros Guild and our final clash at Mount Colt.

Whatever the case, if Alphonse sensed Simon’s presence, he didn’t show any hint of it. He and the rogue silently followed Lady Satine as people flocked to greet her. No hint of Frea, nor of Richard of Lore. 

“His father is not with him?” Simon noted. 

“Why would the Paladin grace such a small town when he has a war to prepare for?” Ludwig said, a cunning smirk stretching on his lips. He knew, just like Simon did. “He didn’t come here for you, but he will turn his gaze to your home sooner or later. His guardian knows what is at stake, and rumors of the Darkwood Necromancer shall no doubt reach her ears.” 

Simon did his best to suppress a scowl. “The Darkwood Necromancer?”

Silk scoffed. “Did you think no one would see you gather your flock at night, that no one would speak?” 

“You covered your tracks well, my friend, but people always notice,” Ludwig said with a shrug. “In any case, Miss Kano, I will take my leave for the night. If your Abyssal friend could sense me in my disguise, then so could he.”

Perhaps I should rat you out, the way you betrayed me in Valne, Simon thought, before squashing those thoughts. He had no time nor the resources to open up a feud with the Cobweb… this reign. Instead, he asked, “Shall we meet again?”

“Keep sending me those precious Crestones, and perhaps I will invite you to my castle in the woods someday,” ‘Ludwig’ replied. He politely bowed to Simon and Odette, then took his leave alongside Silk, leaving the party unnoticed. 

Odette, who had remained quiet during the entire discussion, finally spoke up. “Who was he? A dangerous fellow, I would assume.”

“The spider-in-chief, I think.” Maybe. It would surprise Simon if the real Prince of Spiders would be so brazen as to show his face at a public event. That man could have been a catspaw or messenger. “Someone dangerous at the very least.”

And he reeked of the Dark in spite of seemingly wearing a disguise of some kind. Was he a demon in disguise or an undead? Simon didn’t know what to make of his assertion that their interests aligned in regards to the Darkwood. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe the Cobweb.

He would have to be even more wary of them, both during this reign and in the future. The Cobweb was even worse than he thought if the organization employed a demon or was led by one. 

Something moved in his pocket. Simon scowled and put his hand inside, sensing his compass vibrating.

Does it detect a sacrifice nearby? Simon wondered as he brought out the compass. Indeed, the needle was pointing straight at someone. Simon’s gaze traveled to the Paladin’s group, most particularly the noblewoman among them. 

It seemed that this Satine had a drop or two of elven blood in her. 

I cannot believe it, Simon thought in disbelief. Is this a joke? What are the odds?

Kidnapping a fair, noble lady escorted by the Paladin, and then sacrificing her to a demon in the woods for power? That was a fairy tale-worthy level of evil. 

And the Overlord in him very much approved.

  

    
        Chapter 63: The Season of the Minotaur (12)

    
    
    
    
  “She’s a royal?” Simon asked as Odette gave him a rundown of the current political situation.

“Lady Satine Renais of Magvolia is a cousin of this country’s deposed royal family,” Odette confirmed. “She fled to Valne in exile when Louis defeated the crown-prince in battle and marched onto the capital. She’s been the centerpiece of the traditionalist and monarchist forces trying to re-establish Magvolia’s independence ever since.”

So she was technically a princess on top of everything, if a fallen one. It truly was just like a fairy tale.

Considering that the compass reacted to her, it suggested that Magvolia’s royal family interbred with one of the elven archmages who sealed away the Stone Muse at some point. Simon was pretty certain the country had been founded in the chaotic era that followed the Doom. Perhaps the elves had a hand in its creation, the same way they had influenced Lore’s?

Still, this didn’t explain why the War Party would tolerate the return of a monarch-in-exile in their conquered territory, unless…

“I see how it is now,” Simon said as he pieced everything together. “This land is awash with resentment, and sympathy can purchase the commoners’ love.”

“Indeed,” Odette confirmed. “The fear of bombardments has prevented monarchists and legitimists from making any obvious move against the War Party’s regime, but neither have they supported them in the conflict with Euphemia. Lady Renais also took the royal family’s treasury with her when she went into exile, which could help fund more troops. I have heard Princess Lauriane made overtures to Lady Satine by promising her the rank of governor and limited autonomy over Magvolia in exchange for her support. She is here to discuss the terms in person.”

“Or so she says,” Simon replied, knowing very well that Lore and Valne were hammering out a deal with Euphemia to liberate Magvolia by force. Princess Satine was likely only indulging the War Party in order to distract them and gather information. “How deceitful are those who are draped in false innocence.”

The heralds called for attention with their trumpets, catching everyone’s attention. Simon half-expected Lauriane to show up, only for different names to be announced.

“Lords and ladies, please welcome Lord and Lady Flauros!” the herald called out.

Tiella walked into the room holding her husband’s arm, much to the crowd’s acclaim.

Leonard’s sister and Duke Flauros’ heir, Robert, made for quite the grim pair. Tiella was wearing a black mourning dress, and her husband was clothed in a red doublet bearing the burning leopard emblem of his house. It was Simon’s first time meeting the man, and the rumors that he was cold as ice appeared rather likely at first glance. His short blonde hair was arranged with military precision, his short beard trimmed around a strong, sharp jaw, and his icy blue eyes appraised everyone present with suspicion. Robert Flauros radiated pure sternness.

His wife was no different. Her shyness was gone, burned in resentment’s embers. Her brother’s Crestone glittered on her necklace like a reminder of what she had lost.

A wave of guilt struck Simon when he saw it. He had left the Crestones of the imperial soldiers on their corpses to better blame their demise on a monster attack rather than an organized ambush, especially since he couldn’t recover most of them anyway. He had hoped the memento would have been enough to convince Tiella that her brother’s death was just a random tragedy and that she should let the matter go.

She clearly didn’t.

Tiella came seeking vengeance. Simon could see it in her fiery gaze. He knew she would do that—she had sworn revenge on a Noble Class-wielding lich once after all—but he had hoped against all odds she would let it go.

Odette met his eyes for a moment. “I have to greet these people as Whispermire’s lord-mayor. Will you accompany me?”

“Of course,” Simon replied in spite of the risks. He had to check whether or not Duchar’s pendant would be capable of hiding him from the Paladin, dryads, or anyone overly sensitive to the Dark. He should also assess if he could waylay Tiella before she did something foolish. “I would be delighted to make their acquaintance.”

Odette nodded and then led him to Alphonse’s group first, which had been swarmed by sycophants and hangers-ons. This allowed Simon to take a closer look at Satine. She was probably around eighteen, slightly younger than Alphonse, with lilac eyes, graceful features, and a dark purple ribbon adorning her lighter hair. Although she smiled politely at the courtiers coming to greet her, she did so demurely and with slight shyness that reminded Simon of Cassandra.

Alphonse, however, immediately frowned when he spotted Simon approaching. His gaze carried more suspicion and curiosity than shock or hostility, but he did seem uneasy all of a sudden.

Damn it. Alphonse’s Paladin senses could feel something was wrong with Simon in spite of his protection, albeit not enough to react with surprise or overwhelming hostility. Simon suspected that Alphonse could sense a Dark-aligned aura coming from him, but not one so overwhelming as to instantly out him as the Overlord or a powerful demon.

“Lady Satine, I am Odette Kano, Lord-Mayor of Whispermire,” Odette said respectfully. Simon guessed that using the princess honorific would mark her as a closet monarchist and thus a suspected rebel in the War Party’s eyes. “It is a pleasure to welcome you to our humble town.”

“The pleasure is shared, Lady Kano,” the princess replied courteously. “I was but a child when we last met. I stood in the room when you took your first oath of Lord-Mayor to my uncle in the capital, seven years back. I am happy to see you survived the troubled times that followed.”

Was that a hint of displeasure Simon sensed beneath the courtesy? He had the suspicion that the princess saw Odette as the opportunist she was.

“Your fabled memory is as sharp as they say,” Odette replied, either missing or ignoring the princess’ disguised hostility. She then proceeded to introduce Simon. “But where are my manners? This is Samuel Titivillus, a monster parts trader from Telluria.”

“A pleasure,” Simon said as he kissed the princess’ hand, which caused Alphonse to squint at him. Pretending to suddenly notice this, Simon extended his hand to the princess’ retainers. “I see your retainers are quite mindful of your safety.”

Alphonse was slightly taken aback by the gesture—likely because the other guests pretended to not notice him or the rogue—but clumsily took the offered hand. “It’s my job, sir.”

“Seth and Marisa have recently entered my employ,” Lady Satine said as Simon shook the redheaded rogue’s hand next. “I had hoped to use my stay in Whispermire to train with them. Adventurers have been too effective at putting down monsters in Valne.”

“I would be happy to supply you with everything you need,” Odette replied. “Although I must warn you that Emperor Louis recently decided on a culling of the local monster population after a certain… incident.”

“An incident?” a stark voice cut through the chatter.

Simon’s jaw tightened in slight surprise. Tiella’s words were so harsh and full of uncharacteristic anger that he almost didn’t recognize her as the speaker.

“My brother’s death was no ‘incident,’” she said as she and her husband invited themselves over to the discussion. “It was murder, plain and simple!”

“Forgive my wording, Lady Flauros,” Odette immediately apologized, though it was probably too late. Almost every partygoer was looking at them. “I did not mean to make it sound like I was diminishing your brother’s tragic demise. I simply sought not to worry our visitors.”

“She should be worried,” Tiella replied angrily. “My brother and his party were murdered not by claws and teeth, but by blades!”

This is not good at all, Simon thought as Princess Satine squinted at Tiella. “Blades?”

“The autopsy points that way,” Lord Robert Flauros explained with a dark scowl. Unlike his fiery leopard family heraldry, his voice was smooth like snow. “The corpses show wounds in line with axes or spiked maces.”

“Some of the Darkwood’s denizens are undead adventurers who often retain the skills and weapons they used in life, so such creatures might have been responsible,” Odette replied in an attempt to defuse the situation, before skillfully trying to redirect their suspicions. “It could also have been the work of Churchist sympathizers. Our priest was caught exchanging missives with High Confessor Mastemo. I put an end to it, but he might have had secret accomplices.”

“That is what we came here to confirm,” Lord Flauros said sharply. “I, too, suspect Churchist sympathizers to be active in the region. The Darkwood could easily allow a group of templar knights to hide.”

“No common undead or assassin could have slain my brother,” Tiella added with determination. “I will get to the bottom of this, one way or another.”

“That we shall, I promise you.” There was no warmth in Lord Flauros’ voice, only duty. “I didn’t know him for very long, but Lord Leonard was my brother-in-law and a noble knight. The fact he perished under your watch is a stain on your honor, Lord-Mayor Kano.”

Odette scowled and clearly fought back the urge to argue, but kept her mouth shut. It was unwise to argue with a duke’s son, especially in times of war.

The redheaded rogue behind Satine whispered something into her ear. “My retainer tells me she heard adventurers discuss a necromancer in the Darkwood,” she told Tiella. “Could this be the creature you speak of?”

“A necromancer?” Tiella asked with a frown.

“The Darkwood has existed long before any of us was even born, and tales of ancient elf spirits, archdemons, and other monsters have prospered since,” Odette insisted. She tried to downplay the threat without explicitly denying it so as not to appear suspicious. “There have been rumors of a necromancer active in the region since before I took office, but I have yet to find any conclusive proof so far.”

“Even old legends can hold a grain of truth,” Lord Flauros noted. “My stepmother said this blighted land was created by the foulest of sorcery. It may have allowed some unseen evil to prosper.”

“I see…” the princess replied with a hint of suspicion, her gaze focusing on Tiella and her husband. “Nonetheless, I would like to hear more about what happened to your brother, Lady Flauros, especially if my retainers and I are to train in that dreary forest.”

“Wouldn’t that be a bit dangerous?” Simon said, sensing danger. “You are an important guest. I shudder to imagine the political consequences if something were to happen to you in those woods…”

“You need not worry, Lord Titivillus, I can take care of myself. I trust my retainers, and while I may not look like it, I am a certified mage myself.” Trumpets echoed in the background, calling an end to the introductions and heralding the start of the official dances. “But we will have the pleasure of discussing such troubling matters tomorrow. Let us enjoy ourselves tonight.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Odette met Simon’s gaze. “Shall we have the first dance?”

Bold, aren’t you? Simon thought, a half-smile forming on his lips. “With pleasure.”



Simon and Odette shared three dances, after which they split for different partners. He wasn’t officially well-born enough to dare dance with a princess or Tiella, so he mostly waltzed with local figures, some of whom secretly belonged to his growing cult.

The ball eventually fizzled out, especially once it became clear Lauriane wouldn’t be attending it. Simon guessed she had too much on her plate with the war to travel to Whispermire. Simon and Odette eventually retired to the latter’s room for an afterparty, watching the princess’ carriage depart from the window.

“Where is she staying?” Simon asked as Odette poured them some wine.

“At an estate on the eastern hill, right next to the one used by the Flauros couple.” Odette scowled as she handed him his glass. “I didn’t know that those two intended to investigate Lord Decarabia’s death personally.”

“I had foreseen such an outcome,” Simon reassured her. He had the sneaking suspicion Tiella would use the Darkwood to level-up in Dreadnought the way she had done so in the Berwick Islands. “The princess must be under close surveillance.”

“Princess Lauriane asked me to keep an eye on her during her stay and report anything suspicious,” Odette confirmed. “She arrived in town with a small retinue of bodyguards and a handful of servants.”

“Is there an elf among them?”

“An elf?” Odette blinked. “I don’t think so, no. Why?”

Because there was no way the White Unicorn would send an underleveled Paladin and Magvolia’s heiress in the midst of enemy territory without strong protection. Since Richard of Lore led the organization across the Dragonsea, this only left Frea as a potential chaperone. ‘Ludwig Bert’ had also mentioned her.

Frea was dangerous, but Simon had spent enough time in Belzemine’s company to learn that elves heavily depended on manaliths so as to not wither away when far from a manatree, a penalty all the more intense for their mages. Simon doubted she could feed on miasma the same way Belzemine learned to after centuries spent in Frightwall, so she would try to avoid casting spells unless she felt she had no other choice. She was a threat, but not the kind that would take the initiative.

Come to think of it, Simon wondered if Frea could serve as a sacrifice too. If she were aware of the danger that the Stone Muse represented, as the Cobweb implied, then she might have been involved in her imprisonment somehow. Capturing her would be a daunting prospect, but it might serve as a backup option should the princess prove beyond his reach.

“There is one in her retinue hiding inside the estate, possibly under disguise,” Simon said. “How long is the princess going to stay in Whispermire?”

“I cannot say. My town was chosen as a neutral ground for discussions with the War Party since it is away from any sensitive areas, and the Flauros heir will likely act as their representative.” Odette sipped from her drink. “Why these questions, Lord Belias?”

“I will need her, alive, for something in the near future,” Simon said, “And that boy with her is the Paladin.”

Odette nearly spit out her drink. “Are you certain?!” she asked in disbelief. “But Richard of Lore–”

“Is a decoy. The boy is his son, Alphonse. I could feel his Crestone.” Simon took a sip of his drink while trying to solve the current puzzle. How nice it was to drink wine that wasn’t poisoned. “This is a tricky situation.”

“If you are correct, then… then she has no intention to negotiate. She will use my town to meet with monarchists and prepare an insurrection.” Odette tightened her grip on her glass. “The War Party will arrest this ‘Alphonse’ the moment I blow the whistle on him. This would give an excuse to move in and capture Satine.”

“Too risky for now.” Simon still had no idea how strong the princess was, nor how many forces she had at her disposal. Frea alone would be difficult to deal with without Belzemine’s assistance. “There are too many moving parts at play. We will err on the side of caution and study our enemy before we make our move. Play Lauriane’s game and share your reports with me.”

Alphonse’s group wasn’t the only source of concern. Tiella seemed determined to get to the bottom of her brother’s death, and while it didn’t seem the War Party was willing to provide her with too many resources to do so, Simon knew firsthand how determined she could become to avenge Leonard. Not to mention that she now commanded both House Decarabia’s wealth and could influence Duke Flauros, whose current wife was Malphas’ sister.

Wait… odd that the princess whose Paladin friend is babysat by one of the Oracle’s students is to meet with an ambassador distantly related to one of Illusea’s agents. Simon stroked his chin. Are all these elven proxies using Whispermire to coordinate?

He had the feeling something was brewing. Something related to the upcoming Dragonsea landing.

Beyond that, he had to find a way to get Tiella off his back, possibly before she pooled her resources with the Paladin to investigate the Darkwood. He would rather avoid fighting her. She had been a friend and lover, and she didn’t deserve to share her brother’s fate.

However… Simon couldn’t let his feelings interfere with his plans, not after they already cost him Belzemine’s and Leonard’s lives. If the worst came to be, he would need to prioritize the ritual.

Simon had committed to this reign. He couldn’t back away midway through.

“I need eyes inside both estates,” Simon told Odette. “Can it be done?”

“I can arrange that for the Flauroses, but Lady Satine will be more difficult. She has her own staff, and I doubt she will hire locals unless we violently create an opening; and even then, it will bring suspicions.” Odette finished drinking her glass. “Moreover, when the time comes for you to take that princess, I would rather that it be done in a way that does not implicate me or Whispermire. I would prefer not to have to explain why an important dignitary died on my watch.”

Simon scoffed. “Who says I intend to kill her?”

“Because that is what your kind does, or worse.” Odette gave him a knowing glance. “You are creating an army in those woods, aren’t you? Plotting to sweep over these lands when the fools in power have finished slaughtering each other?”

“Does that prospect frighten you?” Simon asked, playing coy.

“I would rather receive an advanced warning if I have to leave in a hurry,” Odette said. “I have accumulated enough wealth to fund my expedition in Uyo, and my son is safe elsewhere. I only stay because there is more to be done.”

“Is that so?” Simon wasn’t sure whether she was genuine or simply trying not to show weakness in front of what she believed to be a demon. “You have no attachment to this town that welcomed and trusted you? How wicked.”

“Do not misunderstand me, Lord Belias. I would rather preserve it, but if I have to choose between Whispermire or my dream and family, my answer will always be the same.”

Simon would remember that for the future. “Try to plant agents in the Flauros estate on my behalf,” he ordered her. “I will take care of infiltrating the princess’ entourage.”

Now it was Odette that looked curious. “How so?”

“I will give them the one thing no adventurer in history has ever been capable of resisting.” Simon chuckled to himself. “Loot.”

Cursed loot.
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  Simon examined his minions like a shepherd with his flock, while disguised as the Old Man of the Forest.

His servants had grown in strength and numbers since he first settled the region. Three dozen cultists bearing various Brands and trusted with knowledge of the secret paths leading to the Halls of the Minotaur, a whole tribe of gargoyles, toadmen, a small army of imps, many types of animated plants, wraiths… over three hundred monsters and servants now directly answered to Simon.

Among them were seven monster Class users: the Sisters, Carrock the Illusionist, Ulmos the Pictomancer, Gregory the Juggler, and Grimm the Acrobat. Only Carrock was absent by virtue of keeping watch over the fairy ring in the forest, but Simon had already briefed him on their plans through telepathy.

The Sisters were a trio of banshee wraiths who had been granted the Courtesan, Songstress, and Orator Crestones. Although limited to roaming the Halls of the Minotaur rather than the wider forest, their enchanted voices meshed well with their Classes. No adventurer party that ever reached the area survived them.

Ulmos the slime was Simon’s own creation, a purple ooze which had developed a primitive intellect that allowed it to claim a Class. The unspeaking blob mostly spent its time drawing traps across the forest or the Dungeon, especially its deeper sections.

And finally, Gregory the Juggler gargoyle played with three skulls while Grimm the imp sat on his head, his jester hat jiggling from its bells.

“Are those new ones?” Simon asked with curiosity.

“Caught these wee rabbits at the pond,” Gregory chuckled darkly. A rather tall gargoyle, he had taken to wearing white and red clownish face paint to go along with his Class outfit. “They didn’t run fast enough.”

“The third did, but then he tripped, and I drowned him in the mud,” Grimm added gleefully. “Like a piggie!”

What was up with those two? They had killed more adventurers than all his other minions combined. Simon never bothered to watch them fight since he didn’t micromanage. He didn’t think they would be a match for the Paladin or his companions, but his gut told him they would handle themselves well anyway…

“I have gathered you all here for an important mission,” Simon said as he showed them a highly detailed and Pictomancer-approved drawing of their target. “This is our newest sacrifice, Lady Satine of Renais. She may soon wander these woods in the company of powerful adventurers. If you cross paths with her somehow, I want you to capture her. I need her alive.” Simon squinted at his more murderous troops and insisted, “Alive.”

“Can we rape her at least?” Grimm the imp asked.

Simon glared in disgust at the small demon. “No.”

“Awww…” the imp lowered his head in disappointment. “Grimm’s going to die a virgin at this rate…”

“Just find a rabbit or something,” Gregory suggested.

“But I like girls that are bigger than me!”

A cultist raised his hand. “What about her companions, m’lord? Should we kill them?”

“If you can. One of them possesses a Paladin Vassal Class—” Telling them that they would be fighting the actual Paladin might spook them too much, “—and another is suspected to be an elven archmage in disguise. Don’t hesitate to retreat if you feel outmatched.”

Most of his minions exchanged worried and uneasy glances, with a few major exceptions.

“I’ve never killed an elf before,” Dorian the cultist said with eagerness, his dagger drawn. That one who seemed disturbingly eager to participate in the organization’s bloodiest work… “I wonder if they bleed sap.”

“Worry not, I will not send you to fight such powerful foes without proper equipment.” Simon snapped his fingers, and undead servants arrived with a crate full of weapons and shields supplied by the Cobweb, alongside enchanted accessories Simon and his allies personally crafted. “Take what you need.”

Simon watched his minions grab whatever they wanted from the crate. Most of the supplies were perfectly normal and functional, but a handful of the weapons and enchanted accessories were cursed with a magical backdoor making them extremely vulnerable to scrying from afar. It had taken Duchar, Simon, and Cassandra weeks to refine those enough that they could observe them from afar with a crystal ball.

The unfortunate truth was that Princess Satine, Robert Flauros, Alphonse, and their allies wore items protecting them from hostile divination and had mages enchant their borrowed estates to protect from scrutiny; a rather judicious precaution considering the kind of surveillance the Paladin usually warranted. The only way to get around that restriction would be to have them willingly wear an item that could serve as a focus, and gifts would be heavily scrutinized. It had to be something Alphonse’s group would pick up without feeling threatened by it.

Simon would rather avoid sacrificing his forces, but should any adventurer kill them, they would likely rob their corpses and hopefully pick up a booby-trapped item without noticing its true nature. He also had his undead plant a few more of the cursed treasures across the Darkwood. Nothing too obvious, just a dagger under a root or an unclaimed purse on a corpse, props that wouldn’t look out of place…

In short, if Simon couldn’t send someone to infiltrate the princess’ estate, he would settle on spying on her through her bodyguards’ equipment. He was casting as wide of a net as he could, hoping at least one of the cursed items would make its way to Alphonse’s group. He was pretty sure most of these efforts would go to waste, but he only needed one to work.

Now, it was just a question of patience and discretion…



Simon spent the next few weeks biding his time, following events, and watching Alphonse’s party from afar.

Odette hosted talks between the Flauros and the princess at first, but formal exchanges quickly moved from official gatherings at the Midnight Market to private meetings at the princess’ estate, from which Kano was swiftly excluded. The best she could gather was that Lady Anselma Flauros, Patriate’s sister and Robert Flauros’ stepmother, briefly came to visit them at one point before departing. What secret plot they had hatched remained hidden from Simon’s gaze for the moment.

Moreover, the princess had apparently questioned Odette about ‘Samuel Titivillus,’ likely on Alphonse’s behalf. Simon wisely decided to relocate alongside Cassandra to another house away from the Midnight Market and the Renais estate to avoid discovery. The pendant would protect him only so much.

Lauriane hadn’t left the Goetia Research Center in weeks either, and while she did invite the princess for a private tour of the facility, this meeting led nowhere. The Cobweb’s intel confirmed that the White Unicorn had agreed to Euphemia’s terms, with plans for the princess to lead them and proclaim Magvolia’s independence. The landing was apparently planned for a week or two after the Autumnal Equinox, so Simon and his allies had time to complete the next part of the ritual before the invasion.

The alliance with the White Unicorn couldn’t happen any sooner for the Church Party. The news from the front was growing more and more ominous for Euphemia’s cause. Scaland had apparently attacked the Berwick Islands, cutting off Lord Maublanc Paimon from the mainland. Castle Carcas had been set ablaze by a dragon that matched Vouivre’s description—Shabram thankfully confirmed that Anna was currently safe in Frightwall, though her husband had unfortunately yet to get himself killed—alongside most of the coast, exploiting the fact that most of the troops and fleet were occupied on the continent. Dassein was pushing deep into the imperial heartland from Telluria too.

Euphemia would soon find herself surrounded on all sides if this continued. Her fortune might turn if Magvolia fell, in which case she would be able to reposition troops elsewhere.

Overall, Simon was now convinced that Louis would eventually win the civil war so long as the secret airship production facility and Goetia remained under his control. Cocagne and the Berwick Islands helped Euphemia force a stalemate, but no force in the world could forestall an army of Vassal Class users backed by industrialized air bombardments.

The greater danger, however, was quietly escaping most people’s notice: the slow and steady increase in monster attacks.

Simon had been closely following the news for nearly eight months now across this reign, and reports were getting more and more frequent. Now he couldn’t read an article without a mention of goblinoids raiding villages, hydras waking up from hibernation, spontaneous undead plagues, or dragon sightings. Most blamed this development on the collapse of law and order, preventing the army from keeping the wildlife in check, but Simon knew the issue ran deeper than that. The Darkwood’s miasma kept spawning more and more creatures only held in check by his power.

The comet was still a season away from appearing in the sky, and yet its influence could already be felt across the world.

Another big quake struck Telluria, too, Simon thought as he finished reading his newspaper and set it aside. It’s the second one this month after the one in Fablan… 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that all these small events would eventually boil over into something awful as soon as the comet showed up. He hoped to live long enough to witness it with his own eyes and assess the danger.

“Simon,” Cassandra called out from the next room over. “We caught a fish.”

Simon’s head immediately perked up, and he all but bolted out of his seat. “Which one?”

“Their rogue. She grabbed one of our enchanted daggers off an undead.”

Finally!

How does the saying go? Greed killed the thief? Simon mused as he walked into the dining room of the house he shared with Cassandra. She was sitting around a table with her two apprentices, all of them clad in their Witch Class outfits. Their hands all pointed at a single crystal ball.

Now that they had crafted a third Witch Crestone, Cassandra had finally been able to form a coven with two cultists—a gaunt, apothecary woman called Nora and an aged midwife called Mebbeth—whom she had taken on as students. Their coven-related abilities, which included the ability to cast certain spells as a group beyond the Tiers they could access individually, more than made up for her assistants’ lack of levels. Their divinations had especially sharpened enough to partly pierce through the veil of miasma shrouding the Darkwood from sight.

“Vision,” Cassandra cast, mana shimmering between her and her allies. Simon briefly saw a triangle of energy surround them as he sat at their table. The crystal ball shook in response, its smooth surface shining to reflect the world around its visual medium.

The images on it solidified into a view of the Darkwood’s edge, of trees and poisonous clouds. The face of the redhead rogue flashed, showing her grin. Her clothes were scarlet red, and her other hand held a fiery sword.

“–you should just drop it, Mel,” Alphonse’s voice said. Simon could see him at the edge of the crystal ball, clad in the Paladin’s Class armor.

“It’s a silver dagger, Al,” the redhead rogue, ‘Mel’ said. “They’re super duper effective against demons and monsters! Plus, it shines!”

“If you want a silver dagger, we can buy one at the market. Everything in this place has been soaked in miasma for the Light knows how long.”

“No thank you. That woman’s wares are subpar while this is free.” Mel played with the dagger, which briefly caused the images to blur. “I didn’t receive any negative notification from this one, so I’m keeping it.”

“Fine.” Alphonse audibly sighed before addressing someone beyond the crystal ball’s view. “So?”

“So we’ve passed through this place before.” Simon froze upon recognizing Robert Flauros’ voice. “I recognize the marks I left on that tree three hours back.”

“But we’ve been moving in a straight line…” Alphonse replied. “I think you were right, Mel. Some kind of spell prevents us from reaching deeper into the woods.”

“Thank you!” the rogue replied, raising her hands. “I kept telling you! Either the trees are moving, or we aren’t!”

“Can you open up a path, Lady Satine?” Tiella’s voice asked from outside the crystal ball’s visual range.

“I don’t know what spell prevents us from advancing, let alone how to dispel it,” Satine replied. Mel the rogue turned her way, so Simon could finally see her in a Class outfit made of a white tunic and a skirt with black tights, boots, and a snowy fur cap adorned with a golden feather. A Theurge. “I will have to ask my master.”

“Or we could burn down these woods,” Tiella said darkly. “Finish what Louis started.”

“No,” Alphonse stated sternly. “I talked to the locals. The last bombardment unleashed several monsters that killed dozens and ruined the harvest of many farming communities. I don’t want to endanger innocent people.”

“I agree with Ser Alphonse, Tiella,” Robert Flauros said, “We have no guarantee it would work either. We should at least consult Lady Frea first.”

So she is in town, Simon thought, a scowl forming on his face. Alphonse was wearing the Paladin outfit, yet neither Tiella nor Robert Flauros so much as commented on it. Robert even knew his real name.

This confirmed the intel Simon had received from his minions. The princess’ group and Tiella’s had begun to work together. However, he would have expected Alphonse to use a different Vassal Class when traveling with them.

The Flauros couple was in on the White Unicorn plot.

Simon had spent enough reigns with Tiella to tell she was no secret agent material, especially since she had learned his identity as the Overlord in the past and never gave it away. This had to be a recent development brought on by her marriage to Robert Flauros.

What a web you have spun, Oracle, Simon thought as Alphonse’s group decided to return home for the day. He folded his hands and turned to Cassandra. “How long can you hold the connection, Cassandra?”

“As long as you require it,” Cassandra reassured him.

“Then keep it up. I don’t want to miss anything.”

Simon watched the group depart the Darkwood. Most of their return trip consisted of light, casual banter that didn’t interest Simon all that much… until they began to discuss leveling.

“Have you reached level 37 yet, Lord Alphonse?” Robert Flauros inquired.

“I have,” Alphonse confirmed calmly. “I’m still lagging behind you, Lord Flauros, but I should catch up soon.”

“Your progress is nothing short of astonishing, even considering Heroic Destiny’s boost,” Lord Flauros insisted. “I can feel its influence.”

“All that off-the-books monster slaying is finally paying off!” Mel boasted.

“We are still years away from being able to confront Louis without Lord Richard or my master’s help,” Satine pointed out. “Let us not be overconfident.”

You’re leveling up quite fast, Alphonse, Simon thought. Alphonse had been weaker than him back when they clashed in Valne a few reigns back, yet he had managed to catch up to Simon rather quickly. What’s this Heroic Destiny, some kind of experience buff Perk? I didn’t see any ability with that name in Shabram’s file on the Paladin’s capabilities. 

Simon watched closely once the group removed their Class outfits upon leaving the forest and then returned to Satine’s estate. He held his breath as he half-expected the divination to fizzle out when they crossed the threshold, but though the divination’s quality plummeted once they did, the interference wasn’t enough to cancel it outright.

So far so good, Simon thought. Just a little more and–

“You should throw the dagger away, Mel,” Alphonse said with annoyance. “It’s been stained in so much miasma that it disturbs my Darksense. It’s distracting.”

“What, really?” Mel groaned. “Seriously? You know how much I hate wasting stuff.”

No, no, no! Simon’s fingers sank into the table. Don’t you dare throw it away after everything, you little bra–

“I can purify it later,” Princess Satine said as a butler came to take off her cloak. “A Cursebreak spell will expel the Dark.”

Alphonse grunted. “Fine.”

Simon’s teeth grit so hard they hurt. “Will she notice the divination spell if they do that, Cassandra?”

“Not if she sticks to just purification,” Cassandra reassured him. “Cursebreaker destroys weaker curses without checking their effects.”

Okay, so that… that wasn’t good, but not as bad as it could have been depending on when they would get around to purifying the dagger. Simon held his breath as the group walked into the richly decorated manor, walked up stairs, and then entered an austere dining hall not unlike the one he enjoyed in Castle Carcas.

Frea was waiting for them there, sipping from a cup of tea.

She looked a bit frailer than when Simon confronted her atop Mount Colt, with a scarf and fur cap keeping her warm, likely as a result of being away from a manatree for a decent amount of time. Simon crossed his fingers and prayed she would be too mana-deprived to notice the cursed dagger.

“Welcome home, dear,” Frea said with a tone more akin to a loving grandmother than her youthful appearance would suggest. “Did you find the fairy ring?”

“No,” Alphonse replied warmly. Was it Simon, or did he seem to mellow out at the sight of the elf? “We keep being waylaid.”

“A powerful spell prevents intruders from delving too deep into the Darkwood, Master,” Satine declared with the respect a student owed to their teacher. “A geomantic curse that sends us back to our starting point.”

“It must be the Lost Wilds ritual.” Frea stared into her tea with concern. “It is as I feared then. The Muse’s seal must be weakening.”

“There’s a dryad cult active in town,” Lord Flauros said. “All my investigations point that way, and our Stalker confirmed it.”

“Yup,” Mel replied as she put her legs on the table and slouched in her chair. “I overheard people discussing it at the bar when they thought I wasn’t there. They gather every full moon to meet some kind of old demon.”

Was it too much to ask to have minions who understand how to shut their mouths? Simon cursed. He was starting to realize that the larger a conspiracy grew, the more leaks it accumulated.

“That could be our chance,” Frea said. “Dispelling the Lost Wilds would require either a spell beyond my power or destroying four enchanted lanterns that keep the effect running. However, we can simply bypass the effect by stealing one.”

“And the cult must hold at least one in order to cross the Darkwood,” Alphonse guessed.

“We could crash one of their gatherings, maybe even infiltrate it.” Mel chuckled. “Between us, they don’t look too bright.”

“They must be the ones who killed my brother,” Tiella said darkly. “I want them all arrested and hanged.”

Lord Flauros tried to calm her. “They might just be fools deceived by a demon, rather than true believers. We should focus on cutting off the snake’s head first.”

“We could inform House Magnos’ instead of going out there ourselves,” Princess Satine said. “Our enemies would kill each other.”

“Louis is more likely to ally with the Muse against Euphemia, according to the Oracle,” Frea declared. “Louis cannot be allowed to win this war. He has to be overthrown and slain at any cost, or else the Oracle has foreseen that he will bring a terrible calamity upon Illusea and the entire world.”

Did she? Simon wondered with a lot of interest. Did the Oracle refer to the airship raid against Illusea? That would explain why she would rather ally with Euphemia, who had no designs on the elven homeland. 

“I have to assess the damage to the seal and hopefully repair it if it is not too late, or else I fear we will liberate this country only to find ourselves fighting an even greater evil,” Frea decided. “All these talks of a necromancer worry me too. The Muse couldn’t have cast the Lost Wilds herself, so she must have found herself a champion.”

“It could be Simon Magnos,” Alphonse said with a hint of eagerness, startling Simon. “We still haven’t located him.”

“Maybe…” Frea replied without sounding like she believed it.

“I don’t buy it, Al,” Mel countered. “If this guy is indeed our main Overlord suspect, why would he hole up in a cursed woods in the middle of nowhere rather than keep his empire in one piece? It makes no sense.”

If only they knew.

“Whoever this necromancer is, he has to die,” Tiella insisted. “I will not allow Leonard’s killer to draw breath.”

“We need to take care of this soon either way,” Lord Flauros added. “The closer we get to the landing, the greater the risk that House Magnos learns of our plans. We must deal with the seal and depart this town with haste.”

“Agreed.” Alphonse took a deep breath. “Mel, try to learn as much as you can about this cult. The full moon is not too far away, and time is of the essence.”

“As milord wishes,” Mel replied with an irreverent tone before stretching. “But that’ll be for tomorrow. I’m spent.”

Afterwards, the discussion fizzled out, and the Stalker took her leave for the night, depriving Simon of more information for now. He crossed his arms and pondered on what he had learned.

Frea was not only there, but determined to reinforce the seal. She knew about the fairy ring leading to the Halls of the Minotaur’s third floor too, so they would either have to plug it or factor it into their plans. On top of that, they seemed to be looking for Simon because they suspected him of being the new Overlord. Balzam had pinned the blame on his son for the murder of the previous Paladin, and Patriate had likely informed his elven masters of Simon’s disappearance, so it wasn’t hard to put two and two together.

All in all, the situation was bad. A party in the thirties to forties level range would already be a dangerous threat, but Frea had been able to temporarily stalemate Belzemine herself. Even Duchar couldn’t hold a candle to her. Not to mention that the princess’ sudden disappearance would raise questions, though Simon had asked Duchar to take care of this.

He would have to wipe them out, even Tiella. They were too dangerous and determined to give up, and they would return with greater forces if repelled. They had to be dealt with.

Beware of throwing yourself into the wolf’s den, Frea, Simon thought as a plan formed in his mind, or you may find the whole pack waiting for dinnertime.

  

    
        Chapter 65: The Season of the Minotaur (14)

    
    
    
    
  The moon was full, and everything was in place.

Sitting on his throne of wood with the Stone Muse watching over his shoulder, Simon stared at the black crystal ball in front of him. Specially designed to see through miasma, it could be used to observe his minions all across the Darkwood and coordinate them. Brands binding their wearers’ souls to Simon had turned out to be a rather powerful divination focus.

“The Paladin has entered the woods, Beloved,” the Muse said, her voice dripping with disdain. “I can sense his foul light despoiling my shadows.”

“It is time then,” Simon muttered in response. Princess Satine had purged the silver dagger of its enchantments with Cursebreaker, so he couldn’t personally track her party’s movements. He sent out a telepathic message to all his troops to warn them of what was coming. “The enemy has entered the forest. Ready yourself for battle.”

Simon had spent the weeks before the full moon reshaping his dungeon, laying traps, and preparing his troops for the operation. He was under no illusion that all of them would survive today’s conflict. They were confronting a high-level party that included an elven archmage. Casualties were both unavoidable and expected.

Nonetheless, he had been able to gather a few things from the enemy’s previous forays. Mel’s Stalker Class was apparently a Vassal of the Ranger, not the Rogue as Simon had originally assumed, with a focus on hunting and tracking down humanoids; Robert Flauros used a spear-wielding variant of Anna’s Lord Class which allowed him to buff allies and engage foes in melee; and Princess Satine’s Theurge Class, a Vassal of the Cleric, mixed both offensive and healing magic. He had taken contingencies to prepare for each of them.

Simon focused the crystal ball on Carrock. The treant remained cloaked under the illusion of a normal tree as a group of a dozen cultists approached the fairy ring area with hoods over their heads, using a lantern to light the path to the site. Satine’s group had likely infiltrated them after defeating and impersonating some of them.

“Some of those people are enemies, Carrock,” Simon warned him. “Proceed with the plan.”

“As you wish, Lord Belias.” Carrock activated one of his Illusionist Perks to manifest a false vision of Simon’s Old Man of the Woods in front of the tree, with Simon ad-libbing its text through the treant’s Brand.

“Welcome, children of the forest,” the illusion said, its eyes gazing at the group. “Welcome, Your Highness.”

It was rather easy to identify the intruders among the cultists, since one flinched and the others tightened their ranks in response.

“You may remove your hoods,” the false old man said. “We need not be enemies.”

The cultists removed their hoods, with the exception of five of them. After exchanging glances and realizing there was no way out of this, Frea, Robert Flauros, Alphonse, Princess Satine, and Tiella put on their Class outfits and revealed themselves.

Mel was missing.

“Carrock, their Stalker lurks nearby,” Simon warned Carrock as he continued to speak through the treant’s illusions. “I come to you on behalf of my mistress, the Muse of these woods. A message I bring. She wishes you nor Whispermire any harm, for all she seeks is freedom.”

“That cannot be allowed to happen, demon,” Frea replied sternly. “Your cursed manatree will not bloom under my watch.”

Bloom? Simon was slightly surprised by her response, but moved on as if nothing had happened. “A trade then, our Muse offers. Leave this place in peace, and she shall stick to these woods and offer any compensation you feel is appropriate.”

“Can she bring back my brother from the dead?!” Tiella snapped angrily, her sword raised. “You’ve murdered him, and I shall have my retribution in blood!”

“Your brother’s death was an accident, Lady Flauros,” the false Old Man said as it waved its staff. “But if you fight on his behalf, then allow me to offer you a compromise.”

Carrock conjured a vivid, lifelike illusion of Leonard next to the false Old Man. Tiella gasped in shock at the sight, though Frea immediately called the bluff.

“That is a mere illusion,” she said sternly.

“Yet you should know that souls who perish in these woods belong to the Muse,” Simon replied through the Old Man. “His spirit is bound to these lands until our Lady lets him go… or until we return him to life.”

Frea scowled, while Tiellia’s head turned in her direction. Simon couldn’t see the details through his crystal ball, but he could tell his former lover was taken aback. The elf knew of the state of Leonard’s soul and yet didn’t tell his sister. Interesting that she would keep something so important from her own ally...

“Leonard?” Tiella called out to the illusion. “Brother, is that you?”

Carrock manipulated Leonard’s illusion to make it look as if he was trying to speak without any words coming out of his mouth. Tiella flinched at the sight, and Simon felt her resolve waver.

“Here is my Lady’s offer, Lady Flauros,” Simon spoke through the Old Man, hoping she would take it against all odds. “Sheath your sword and leave these woods in peace, and your brother’s soul shall be either returned from the grave in a new vessel, or be allowed to reincarnate.”

“He’s lying, and he’s not even there,” Alphonse said, his eyes glaring at the Old Man illusion. Did he see through it? “Don’t listen to him, Lady Flauros! He’s deceiving you!”

“But…” Tiella muttered, only for her husband to cut in.

“There is no spell that can revive the dead, Tiella,” he said, kindly but bluntly. “This demon’s promises are as empty as his future.”

Simon pushed on anyway, in the hope of either inducing discord in the group or convincing Tiella to back down. “You would call me a liar? It is your elven friend who deceives you and leads you into disa–”

A flaming blade flashed in the dark, cutting through both the Old Man and Leonard illusions.

The Stalker had come out of hiding from nowhere with a blazing sword and a shining dagger in hands.

“Sacrilege!” one of the hooded cultists shouted, a small sword flashing in his hand, only for Frea to easily freeze him and all the others with a wave of her staff. A cocoon of ice trapped them all in place. Tiella straightened up, her brief moment of hesitation gone with the adrenaline and rush of the fight.

So much for discussion, Simon thought with annoyance. “Carrock, proceed.”

“Yes, Lord Belias.” The treant chuckled to himself, relishing the thought of physical combat. “To me, soldiers of the forest!”

Still unseen, Carrock weaved an illusory mist around the clearing to disorient the group, while a small horde of mutated wolves, will-o'-the-wisps, and undead armed with poisonous, cursed weapons crawled out of the woods to strike them from all sides.

“Luster Sanctuary!” Princess Satine shouted, raising a golden scepter that cast a blinding flash upon the clearing. A barrier of golden light appeared around the group, dispelling the illusory mist and causing the undead and will-o'-wisps to crash against it. The animals jumped through, however, with one lunging at the princess before being thrown back by Tiella.

The warriors of the group gathered around the spellcasters, tearing through any wolf or beast with casual ease. Princess Satine focused on keeping her defensive spell up while Frea bombarded the attackers with contagious bolts of lightning that hopped from one target to another. A wall of corpses soon began to accumulate outside the forcefield.

Simon’s goal was very simple: either force Frea to activate the fairy ring in a rush so they could throw themselves into the next trap, or hopefully wear them down through attrition.

Carrock chose that moment to intervene personally by having his roots erupt from inside the forcefield, right beneath the spellcasters. Frea seemed to detect the attack and dodged it in time, but Princess Satine was caught in wooden bindings that disrupted her concentration. The forcefield collapsed and allowed the surviving undead to join the fray.

“Satine!” Alphonse shouted, his sword shining with light. He hastened himself like he did against Simon and sliced through Carrock’s roots in a blur. The treant roared as holy light coursed through him and cancelled out his illusions, dispelling the mist and revealing him for the monster he was. Simon watched as Alphonse caught Satine in midair while Tiella used Rampart to strengthen her husband as they tried to shield Frea from the undead.

“It’s the whole damn tree!” Mel shouted, dashing past the undead in a flash of speed, leaping at the treant and then stabbing Carrock in the face with her flaming sword.

This would have been a pretty good strategy against a treant, had Carrock not been equipped with a Ring of Curse Flame. Mel’s sword hardly inflicted any damage, and Carrock retaliated by throwing a storm of leaves her way. The Stalker was thrown back to the ground with a dozen small cuts, more surprised than hurt.

And then Frea took flight.

Simon could only stare in disbelief as the elven archmage began to levitate in the air, not thanks to wings or an enchanted horse carrying her, but through her magic’s mere strength. Torrents of mana gathered in her staff, which she then pointed at Carrock with absolute contempt.

“Nova,” she cast.

Greenish particles gathered in front of Carrock, and then detonated in a cataclysmic explosion of raw mana.

Simon felt the treant’s brief, yet intense flash of agony coursing through his Brand, followed by the emptiness of death. His demise cut off both the telepathic and divination connection, blinding Simon to the rest of the fight. Not that it mattered, though; the outcome was already decided.

Frea had killed an ancient treant in a single spell. There was no way non-Class user minions could so much as slow her party down.

“What Tier is the Nova spell, Duchar?” Simon telepathically asked his necromancer ally.

“Tier 7, Your Majesty.”

Seven, which meant she was at least level sixty at the very minimum. Frea had been holding back against Belzemine.

This was going to be tough.

“Carrock is down,” Simon warned his forces as he turned his crystal ball towards scrying a special room inside his Dungeon. He had wisely used his Lord of the Demon Castle to move the other fairy ring into the deeper caverns beneath the Halls of the Minotaur. “Sisters, prepare for interception.” 

“My dear and faithful Carrock,” the Muse lamented with genuine sorrow. “A thousand curses upon those blasphemers! Vengeance I demand!” 

“And you shall have it,” Simon replied as he watched the fairy ring in the cavern begin to glow. “Here they come.” 

Frea used the fairy ring to teleport her group into the Dungeon, only to find themselves inside a stone dome without doors or windows, with its painted ceiling flashing with glimmering Pictomancer runes and surrounded by potion basins releasing fumes into the air.

There was no escape.

“Sleeping gas!” Mel shouted, apparently recognizing the smell in the air. She moved to cover her mouth when she spotted the shimmering symbols on the walls, her eyes widening with fascination. “Sleeping… gas…”

The Pictomancer drawings were designed to inflict the Fascination ailment on anyone looking at them, preventing them from focusing on anything except the runes. It seemed to ensnare both Mel and Tiella… for a second until Robert Flauros stomped the ground with his spear.

“Fight on!” he shouted in between fits of coughing.

Whatever Perk he used freed his allies from the Fascination effect, but did nothing to protect them from the sleeping gas. All of them began to cough except for Tiella and Alphonse, who probably had so many defensive Perks that they could shrug off all ailments.

“The ring no longer works,” Frea warned after a failed attempt to teleport her group to safety. “It has been sabotaged from the other side.”

“They knew… we were coming,” Mel guessed in between coughs.

“Then stay back!” Frea warned as she turned her staff towards a wall. “I’ll blast us a path–”

Her words turned into a scream when a Courtesan wraith emerged from the ground beneath her to grab her in its ghastly embrace. Her spectral hands began to drain the elf’s mana and lifeforce thanks to a mix of her own natural abilities and the Brand of Lust. Frea’s skin turned pale with weakness.

Two more wraiths phased into the dome before the rest of the party could react. The Songstress of the two began to sing a haunting, debuffing melody. And as for the other, the Orator?

She shrieked.

A terrible wail spread screaming souls and malevolence through the air, resonating inside the doom and causing Mel, Robert Flauros, and Princess Satine to cover their ears in horrible pain. Tiella’s sword went through the ghosts without effect, while Alphonse’s buffs were instantly dispelled.

“Luster Sanctuary!” Princess Satine tried to cast in a doomed attempt to repel the specters, only for her spell to fizzle out. “What the…”

Simon’s Lord of the Demon Castle let him cancel out all Prayer and holy effects within his Dungeon, so long as the user was of a lower level than him. Princess Satine was clearly included in that number, and a Theurge unable to spellcast was helpless.

Unfortunately, Alphonse picked up the slack. He swung his sword at the wraith ensnaring Frea and struck it in spite of her intangibility, smiting the ghost with his radiance. The sister shrieked as she was forced to let go of her prey.

Seems my power only cancels out spells or passive effects, but not Perks, Simon noted in annoyance. The Paladin’s smiting ability remained undisturbed.

“Kill the elven mage,” Simon ordered the three wraiths. “Kill the mage at all costs!” 

The Courtesan wraith attempted to fulfill the command by flying straight at Frea, but the elven mage had recovered. She dodged the wraith by flying up in the air, which allowed Alphonse to smite the specter once more and annihilate it.

Frea then unleashed some kind of telekinetic pulse that repelled the two remaining sisters to the edge of the dome, and followed it up with a second Nova spell. The powerful blast pulverized an entire part of the dome and wiped out the two remaining specters. Some of the gas escaped through the hole, but not quickly enough to save the entire group.

“Quick, follow me!” Frea ordered her allies as she flew through the new opening. Princess Satine and Mel were both knocked out from a combination of the sleeping gas, debuffs, and shrieks, forcing Tiella and Robert Flauros to grab them on their way outside.

Unfortunately for them, they had stepped into a narrow cavern whose only exit was guarded by a small group of cultists hiding behind barricades. They immediately welcomed the intruders by throwing flasks filled with sleeping gas at them, only for Frea to prove quicker on the draw.

“Gigagust!” A mighty tornado erupted from her staff, dispelling the gas, throwing back the flasks at their senders, and pulverizing the barricades. The classless cultists were thrown across the room and flung against the stone wall. The luckiest among them were simply knocked unconscious. The rest snapped their necks or were splattered against the wall in a bloody shower.

Five minions down for a Tier 5 spell, Simon noted bitterly. And that might have been a good trade. 

“Purge,” Alphonse tried to cast on the unconscious Mel. His hand glowed with light that swiftly fizzled out. “Something is canceling my Prayer spells.”

“But the only creature that can outright negate Prayers within a Dungeon is–” Frea’s eyes widened with fear and understanding. “Oh no.”

No, Simon pleaded. Please don’t say it. 

“Which one, Lady Frea?” Robert Flauros asked.

“The Overlord,” Frea replied, her voice dying in her throat and her expression turning into one of absolute terror. “The Overlord is here.”

And now you’ve condemned them all, Simon thought grimly. He had hoped he could at least convince Tiella and her husband to walk away from this, but he couldn’t allow word of his presence to leave the Dungeon. You leave me no choice.

“The Overlord?!” Alphonse’s grip tightened on his sword, while the Flauros couple looked utterly incredulous. “So that bastard is plotting to release–”

Their foolish banter opened up a window of opportunity that Simon didn’t waste.

“Lord of the Demon Castle.” Simon closed his eyes and visualized the entire Dungeon’s layout, every room and hiding hole. For a brief instant, the Halls of the Minotaur became his body, his soul given form. “Shift.”

The Dungeon answered his order and reshaped itself.

A major limit of Simon’s Perk was that he couldn’t actually move people inside a given room, nor change its contents. He couldn’t cause the ceiling to crash on everyone caught inside a given hall, or the floor to open up beneath them. However, he could cause rooms to rotate and move next to new ones.

The corridor in which Frea and the others had escaped was actually two smaller caverns linked together to form a larger one, and the adventurers had the terrible luck of standing in the middle. Simon caused one of them to rotate in an instant, closing the hallway with a thick stone wall. Alphonse and Frea were trapped on one side before they could realize what had happened, with the rest of the group stranded on the other.

Alphonse and Frea found themselves in a cavernous corridor opening onto a small platform atop which a group of imps waited with poisoned blowguns and crossbows. On the other side was an acid-filled cube, which now had an opening. A tide of poison spilled into the corridor, and the imps opened fire, with the duo of adventurers right in the middle. Frea barely managed to raise a wall of earth with a spell to block the tide of poison while Alphonse protected her back with his shield. He wasn’t fast enough, however, and a bolt struck the elf on the shoulder only to bounce off an invisible shield of some sort. Simon guessed it was Tiella’s Dreadnought ability redirecting the damage to herself.

However, they were the lucky ones.

Robert Flauros, Tiella, and their unconscious allies found themselves in a walled-off part of the cave with a single exit with stairs leading up to the upper levels. A clownish gargoyle with half a dozen belt-pouches walked down the steps, his hands effortlessly juggling a dozen tiny green slimes.

“It’s Greg and Grimm, the demonic duo!” Grimm the imp gloated from atop the gargoyle’s head. “Prepare for trouble!”

“And make it bubble!” Gregory joked as he threw one of his slimes at Robert Flauros, who was carrying Mel on his back. The projectile flew so fast that Simon’s eyes struggled to follow its movement.

Robert Flauros raised his spear to intercept the slime, and he might have succeeded had he not been carrying one of his unconscious allies. Yet he missed, and the projectile hit him head-on.

The slime popped off like a bubble on impact and splattered Robert’s eyes with acid.

His horrifying scream of pure, agonizing pain sent shivers down Simon’s spine. It thankfully didn’t last long as a second and third acidic slime hit his jaw and throat, turning the shriek into a gargle.

Now that he was observing them, Simon finally realized how Gregory had killed so many adventurers. A Juggler was only good for one thing: spinning and throwing small objects really, really fast.

Which meant that Gregory was pelting dozens of acidic projectiles at his target per minute at immense speed and with lethal precision. One of his hands effortlessly pulled out more slimes from his bag while the other threw them at his target in the blink of an eye, and worst of all, he always nailed his headshots.

“Robert!” Tiella moved in front of her husband with her shield raised to intercept the devastating barrage, and those that passed her guard stopped inflicting any damage on her husband as she began to take them upon herself with her Dreadnought’s Perk. As Simon suspected, she wasn’t high-level enough to cover more than a handful of people, and she had probably opted to protect the weaker mages rather than the sturdier Lord Flauros.

Her valiant act came too late. Robert collapsed onto the ground with his skull exposed beneath his melted face, his blood pouring out of his empty eye sockets.

The first of the invading adventurers had fallen, and he wouldn’t be the last.
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  Robert Flauros was dead on the ground, and the others would soon follow.

Simon felt a pang of hesitation as Tiella tried to defend her dead husband, Mel, and princess Satine from Gregory’s acid slime bombardment by raising her pavise. The projectiles ate away at her shield and slowly melted it down to nothing without giving her an opening. Simon had no idea how long his former lover could hold out against the nonstop barrage, but he could tell she would falter before Gregory ran out of ammunition.

Although she was now a stranger like Leonard had been, Simon had been very close to Tiella once. He struggled to reconcile his memory of the kind, shy girl he had befriended and bedded with the vengeful Dreadnought that she had become.

She has heard the Overlord lurked in the Darkwood, so I can’t let her leave or else everything I’ve done here today will have been for nothing, Simon thought, trying to harden his heart for the inevitable. She watched as my minions killed her husband. There’s no way she’ll back down now… 

However… if they captured her alive, they could interrogate her about the Malphas conspiracy. She could provide key insight into the Oracle’s plans. It sounded like misguided mercy disguised as pragmatism, but it was worth a shot.

“Gregory–” Simon sent a telepathic message, sadly far too little, too late.

Gregory grabbed his imp companion in between two slime throws and launched him at Tiella without warning. Grimm flew across the room and bent himself in midair, slipping right past Tiella’s shrinking shield.

“Here I come!” he giggled, two poisoned daggers flashing in his hands. “At blinding speed!”

He landed on Tiella’s helmet and drove his two blades through its slits, right into her eyes.

Her howl of pain physically hurt Simon, and the images on the crystal ball soon became unbearable. Grimm leaped onto her back when she attempted to throw him off her, with the imp proceeding to stab her through the small chinks in her armor while Gregory continued to throw acid slimes at her from the front. Being blinded meant she could no longer anticipate his projectiles.

“Wait!” Simon telepathically called out to his minions. “I want that one alive if possible!”

“Uh…” Gregory halted his bombardment and looked at Tiella’s collapsed form. “Seems pretty hard to do that now, Lord Belias.”

Leonard might have been able to adapt and recover from the assault, but his sister had only wielded his Crestone for a few months. She lacked his durability or his levels, so all she could do was spasm onto the floor while bleeding out.

She’s not the Tiella I befriended, but a stranger wearing her face. Simon tried to tell himself again, even as he clutched his armrests. It’s just this reign. This one, disgusting reign. This is war. 

Yet when he saw Leonard’s sister lying motionless in a puddle of her own blood mixed with acid, all of these justifications left him with a hollow feeling of guilt and shame in his chest. Tiella was dead. Murdered in his own dungeon by his forces, trying and failing to avenge the brother Simon had slain.

This can’t be all for nothing, Simon thought as he turned his divination to the other room. Alphonse and Frea had slaughtered the imps and were about to blast through the walls separating them from her allies. “Ulmos, kill the mage now!”

The ceiling above Frea and Alphonse undulated and revealed itself as a painted, camouflaged slime. Ulmos leaped onto the elven mage from above and quickly engulfed her in its gelatinous mass before she could complete her spell, causing it to fizzle out. Simon couldn’t see whether the slime was managing to dissolve its prey or not, but at least Alphonse's attempt to free his ally without harming her by slashing at parts of Ulmos proved rather ineffective.

“Grab the princess and go upstairs,” Simon ordered Gregory and Grimm. Ulmos wouldn’t buy them much time. “There’s no time to waste.”

“What of the other?” Gregory asked, looking down on Mel.

Simon hesitated. He had no particular attachment to her compared to Tiella, and she had a Class specialized in stalking and hunting. The risk that she would wake up from the sleeping gas at the worst moment or escape any form of containment thanks to her passives was too great to compensate for whatever intel she might have. Satine likely knew more anyway.

Just this reign, Simon told himself before answering his minions. “Kill her.”

One way or another, this was a fight to the death now.

“Yes, yes!” Grimm boasted giddily as he leaped onto Mel’s back and started stabbing her to death while she was still asleep, before showering in her blood. “So sweet, like red honey!”

“No time for fun,” Gregory reminded him.

“But she’s still warm!” Grimm complained out loud. Gregory answered the imp by slapping him on the back of the head before grabbing the unconscious Satine, putting her on his shoulders, and rushing back up the stairs. “Hey, don’t leave me behind!”

Simon winced when he noticed Tiella’s, Mel’s, and Robert Flauros’ corpses rising up on their own, their Class outfits dispelled from their soulless carcasses. Tiella’s face was a horrifying mass of blood with holes where the eyes should have been, and her husband was an acid-disfigured skeleton. His Dungeon had automatically animated their remains as undead monsters, while their souls would mindlessly haunt the Halls of the Minotaur until the Muse achieved freedom.

And the worst part?

Simon could feel he was gaining some experience from this; that he was being rewarded for crafting traps which had led to the death of heroes inside his demesne.

It’s just this reign, Simon kept telling himself. Extraordinary circumstances.

Ulmos’ death rippled through his mind and drew him out of his thoughts. The wall separating Frea and Alphonse from the rest of their party soon exploded. Stones and pieces of slime flew across the room, likely due to the same telekinetic wave Frea used to defend herself against the wraiths earlier. Ulmos had at least managed to leave blistering burns on her skin and damage her clothes, so her defenses had failed with Tiella’s death.

No sooner had the hole opened up that the three corpses lunged at Alphonse, as if infuriated by the Paladin’s holiness. He winced and wavered for a second, but his combat instincts swiftly took over. He exorcized all three undead with a swift swing of his sword.

“They will pay for this…” Alphonse cursed with grief and sorrow after cutting down the corpses of his former comrades, before noticing an awful detail. “Where is Satine?” he asked, his voice wavering when he spotted the empty stairs. “They took her!”

“Wait,” Frea said, her hand searching a small backpack for a manalith and potions. “I need a refresh.”

“But we have no time to waste!”

“Us exhausting ourselves is exactly what the Overlord wants, Alphonse.” Frea looked up at the ceiling. “You’re watching us, aren’t you? I can feel your foul gaze staring down upon us. Does it amuse you to watch your slaves kill our friends?”

Simon wouldn’t have answered even if he could. He had given them the opportunity to turn back already, and the losses on both sides had crushed any hope of a peaceful settlement.

It was a fight to the death now.

“If you were strong, you would have confronted us ourselves rather than throw fool after fool at us. You think you cannot defeat us, young and green as you are.” Frea clutched her staff. “And you are right. Once we find you, you will die.”

Do your worst, Simon thought as he checked on his forces. Gregory and Greg had delivered their sleeping captive to some cultists and taken position alongside Duchar and Hector at the next ambush point. Simon ordered his other followers to take Satine to a specifically prepared cell after confiscating her Crestone.

He then checked on Alphonse and Frea. The latter had recharged her mana reserves with a manalith and healed her wounds with a healing potion. They had wisely taken supplies with them on their doomed expedition.

“Sanctify!” Alphonse attempted to purge the Dungeon, and failed. “The core is too far away.”

“Upstairs,” Frea replied, “the Dungeon’s miasma crystal and the Overlord will both be hiding in the sanctum.”

So that Perk can only destroy my Dungeon if the crystal is within reach, Simon gathered. Good to know. 

The thought of teleporting away to warn the world of the Overlord’s presence in the Darkwood didn’t seem to have crossed their minds. Simon had Duchar add anti-teleportation wards across the Dungeon on top of the defenses afforded by his own Lord of the Castle Perk, teleportation gems should have failed outright anyway. Frea might have been able to flee, but that would mean abandoning the Paladin and the princess to their doom.

But then again, why would they run? They had torn through half of Simon’s minions so far. They could credibly finish the job and rescue their remaining ally.

I’ve kept the best for last, at least, Simon thought before giving orders to his remaining followers. “Gregory, switch to alchemical fire. Duchar, Hector, here’s a rundown of the spells I’ve seen the elf cast so far…”

Simon proceeded to share all the information he had gathered with his allies as Frea and Alphonse climbed up the stairs. They landed in an art gallery whose Pictomancer paintings actually contained sealed plant monsters, but Frea simply burned them to ashes with a fireball. Alphonse then spotted spike traps hidden beneath the floor, which they skillfully avoided.

Simon was starting to wonder if exhausting her mana was truly the best solution. Frea had only been forced to recharge after casting multiple Tier 7 and down spells in a row. If she had another manalith…

Most spellcasters suffer from a bad match-up against close-combat fighting or rogue Class types, and the wounds Frea suffered against Ulmos was proof of it, Simon thought as he analyzed the past fights. She’s frail without Tiella covering her.

Simon could land a fatal blow if he teleported close to her. His S-rank strength and Warmonger Perk meant a strike to the vitals would either kill the elf or at least incapacitate her. The issue was that she would likely use her telekinetic pulse to repel him if she proved faster on the draw. He had to make her hesitate somehow, to give himself a second of doubt where she would fight her own instincts…

Simon’s jaw clenched. He had a plan in mind, one that might mean certain victory at the cost of spitting on a friend’s grave.

It’s either that or she will kill us all, Simon thought as Frea and Alphonse reached the next ambush point. I can only use it once, so I will need the right opportunity. 

The intruders reached the next and probably final ambush point—since Simon lacked any other significant forces to throw at them past this point: a great hall which had once served as an auditorium for singers and theater troops to entertain the Muse and her followers with operas. Hundreds of cushioned chairs faced a tall stage illuminated by ghostly candelabras. Two balconies on each side of the room oversaw the area from the second floor.

Alphonse and Frea walked onto the stage and froze upon seeing elven wraiths seemingly appearing in each seat in the audience. However, while they were indeed genuine ghosts among the audience, most were illusions conjured by Duchar from atop the right balcony.

Moreover, the whole thing was a setup to distract them from the threat lurking among the stage’s rafters: Hector himself. The Executioner immediately fell upon Frea while she was seemingly distracted, axe raised for a decapitation strike.

“Above!” Alphonse shouted, his speed and reflexes proving troublesome. He pushed Frea out of the way in the nick of time and parried Hector’s axe with his sword. The stage cracked beneath their feet from the impact, but the Paladin held strong.

Duchar immediately commanded the ghosts in the audience to rise from their seats and swarm the stage, while Gregory and Grimm appeared on the other balcony. The juggler gargoyle began to throw flasks filled with alchemical liquid at the elf.

Frea repelled both the ghosts and early projectiles with her telekinetic spell, sending the flasks shattering across the room. The liquid inside caught fire when exposed to air, setting the carpet and curtains ablaze; a minor inconvenience to Simon’s allies, who were all equipped with Rings of Cursed Flame or naturally immune to the element.

What surprised Simon was that Frea leaped towards the audience rather than keep the telekinetic shield up when Gregory continued to pelt her with projectiles. She instead stayed on the move and struck the balcony with a Gigagust spell, destroying it and forcing Greggory to take flight.

Either she can’t use her telekinetic repel spell consecutively, or it taxes her mana reserves a great deal, Simon guessed. Sensing his moment approaching, he began to cast buffs like Dark Saber and Energumen on himself. “Duchar, debuff Alphonse. Gregory, Grimm, keep harassing the mage and don’t give her any breathing room. Keep pressing her until I can exploit an opening.”

“I’m running out of incendiary projectiles, Lord Belias,” Gregory warned him. “I won’t be able to hold her off for long.”

True, the Juggler Class’ weakness was that it had no ability to produce enhanced items by itself besides normal balls. Gregory relied on bombs and slimes produced by allied crafters to make the most use of his Class, and his bags would soon become empty. He flew around the hall, avoiding Frea’s ice spikes and retaliating with his own alchemical fire flasks. Flames began to consume half the seats.

Hector and Alphonse were locked in battle on the stage. The duel reminded Simon of his own clash with Alphonse in Valne, where the Paladin used his superior speed and offense to pressure a stronger but slower foe. Unfortunately, while Hector was faster and mightier than Simon had been in Valne, he lacked the spells that allowed him to blind and stun Alphonse. The Paladin deftly avoided all his blows and countered with smiting strikes that cut radiant swaths across the undead’s body. Duchar was attempting to support his son by weakening Alphonse from afar, but his Paladin abilities appeared to cancel out most of his attempts.

“Where is she, monster?!” Alphonse shouted angrily as he smote Hector, slicing open his Class outfit and spilling his guts all over the floor. This angered the flesh golem, but did not slow him down. “Where did you take my friend?!”

“To the master’s harem,” Grimm lied gleefully. “Her sheath is being introduced to a demon’s claymore, if you know what I mean…”

“A welcome change from the Paladin’s dagger, if you ask me,” Gregory quipped back before grabbing his imp colleague and throwing him at Frea after running out of alchemical flasks. Frea retaliated with a telekinetic pulse that threw Grimm back at Gregory so violently that it knocked the gargoyle out of the air and onto the burning floor.

Here’s my chance, Simon thought as he activated his Lord of the Demon Castle’s teleportation ability. “Fiendmask.”

He teleported right behind Frea. She turned around in an instant upon sensing him, staff raised. “Nov–”

She froze upon seeing him clothed in Belzemine’s skin.

Simon had spent so long around her that his Fiendmask mimicked her down to every last minute detail. He had no idea whether the elves knew she had been slain or not, and it didn’t really matter. Frea found herself facing the friend she had failed to save from the Overlord approaching her.

She hesitated, and that was enough.

Simon’s morning star hit her face before she could trigger her telekinetic defense spell. He bashed her skull with all of his might, tearing her jaw apart and smashing her brain to bloody bits. He ended the elf’s life in a single blow, the last thing she ever saw was her lost friend killing her.

And the power. Oh, the sweet rush of power that followed that act of immense cruelty, it was pleasure beyond words!


Level 40 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage IV (Passi–



A Paladin’s screams of rage interrupted the notification.

“No!” Alphonse shrieked with anger and absolute despair as he abandoned the fight with Hector and leaped off the stage at the disguised Simon, his holy sword raised to strike. “Murderer!”

It was a valiant effort, but a predictable one.

“Chaos Wave,” Simon cast upon taking a leaf from Frea’s book.

His shockwave threw Alphonse back at the stage and straight onto Hector’s axe. He hit the Paladin in midair and threw him onto the ground, bleeding. Even then, he tried to rise back up to continue the fight out of sheer fury and a desperate desire to save his friend.

Simon didn’t let him.

“Hellthunder,” Simon cast upon cancelling his Fiendmask, adrenaline pumping through his heart and squashing any hesitation he might have had. Vile crimson lightning coursed from his fingers and electrocuted Alphonse. His screams only heightened when Duchar joined in from the balcony with a lightning spell of his own. The two kept Alphonse immobilized and allowed Hector to close in with his axe.

The Paladin’s head went rolling across the floor, bringing the battle to an end.

Simon felt a little experience flow into him when Hector slew Alphonse, though it paled compared to what he earned from slaying Frea; even if the experience was split between everyone who participated in the conflict. He let out a breath of contentment and briefly allowed himself to bask in the rush of victory.


Level 40 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage IV (Passive Perk): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier IV, but only those fueled by miasma.

Level 41 Overlord Perk: Warmonger V (Passive Perk): Weapons in which you have a proficiency will inflict the Anti-Heal status on a successful hit. This is a Curse effect.

Level 42 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster III (Passive Perk): You have learned to craft enchanted weapons, shields, and armor, but they must be infused with miasma.

Level 43 Overlord Perk: Anathemic Secrecy III (Active): You have learned to veil your inner evil behind false holiness. You can transform the aura of Dark that surrounds you into one of Light at will, but your Dreadful Aura or Unquestionable Ruler Perks are cancelled until you reveal your true self.



Incredible. He could finally hide from the Paladin, the elves, the dryads, and demons without alerting them of his true nature. The crafting and spellcasting improvements would also improve his life so much in the future.

“Gregory, Grimm?” Simon called out to his troops across the burning amphitheater. “Are you still in one piece?”

“Barely!” Gregory replied with a groan of pain. His imp companion settled on pained gargles. Well, they were still alive at least.

A light shining within hand’s reach of Alphonse caught Simon’s eye: a radiant, golden Crestone that shone like the heart of the sun. A piece of exquisitely crafted manalith holding all the world’s hopes.

The Paladin Crestone.

To think this could have been mine in another life, Simon thought as he moved to grab it. Such a shame you had to bear this burden, Alphonse–

Then came the pain.

It was like touching a molten rock and being struck by lightning all at once. A pulse of agony so intense as to defy description struck Simon the moment he touched the Crestone. Its hatred for him, for all the evil that the Overlord represented, surpassed anything the Merchant Crestone could muster. It was so intense that Simon nearly dropped it.

How could Gargauth hold this Crestone in his stomach for decades?

Simon powered through the pain and activated his Inventory. The Crestone vanished in a flash, and a new entry appeared next to other weapons and supplies he had stocked within it.


New Item Added: Paladin Noble Crestone. 



I hold you now, like Gargauth before me, Simon thought. And you shall disturb me no longer.
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  It had been a costly victory, but a victory nonetheless.

The Paladin’s attack had cost Simon about two-thirds of all his troops, including nearly all of his Class-using monsters and their Crestones. The fairy ring had been permanently disabled to cut off the party’s escape, and Duchar doubted they could repair it at all. The resources they had spent on Pictomancer art supplies, bombs, equipment, alchemical fire flasks, and so on wouldn’t be easily recouped either.

All in all, it probably went almost as well as it could have, in spite of victory’s toll. Simon walked away with a neutralized Paladin and a proper sacrifice for the Autumnal Equinox. The Darkwood’s growing influx of new monsters would let them replenish his troops with reinforcements in due time, and morale was sky high among Simon’s human cultists after their victory. As far as they were concerned, his triumph was now inevitable after defeating the Paladin.

Simon would take the opportunity to bless the bravest of them with new brands as rewards for their service while reminding them of observing strict operational security. He didn’t want to deal with another near-disaster like this one ever again.

However, victory brought its own set of problems. A princess, a duke’s son, a marquise, an elven archmage, and the secret Paladin had disappeared into the Darkwood. Satine’s treachery had yet to be revealed, so as far as the War Party knew, they had been in honest negotiations over Magvolia’s future. The White Unicorn needed the princess for their planned rebellion, and the Oracle would no doubt investigate the Paladin’s disappearance.

Expeditions into the Darkwood could last days, so Simon had some time to react and prepare for the inevitable reactions. He had already taken measures to ensure he wouldn’t have an army knocking on his doorstep, but it wouldn’t hurt to gather more information.

“This would be much easier if you would just tell me more about your planned rebellion, Your Highness,” Simon told his prisoner while in his demon disguise. “I cannot guarantee the safety of your allies still in my custody if you insist on being stubborn.”

The princess glared at him silently. Her hands and feet were bound to a flat wheel by sturdy manacles keeping her stretched out and unable to move. Wraiths regularly drained her of mana to prevent her from casting any spells—Simon’s Perks cancelled her Prayers, but it didn’t hurt to be thorough in case she knew how to use other branches of magic—and gargoyle guards kept her under close watch.

The interrogation wasn’t going well so far. They had already fed her a ‘truth potion’ Simon had brewed with Duchar’s help, but Satine either had a passive Perk protecting her from the effects or had been extensively trained to resist such methods. All of Simon’s attempts to coax answers out of her had been met with defiance so far.

“Your taciturn tendencies do you credit, but I require answers,” Simon insisted. “Do I have to bring one of your comrades here and execute them in front of you to untie your tongue?”

The princess sneered at him. “You have an Illusionist and shapeshifters in your employ. I trust neither my eyes nor ears in this place. Either my friends will save me…” Her expression darkened considerably. “Or you’ve already killed them. Either way, I will tell you nothing.”

“How about a trade then?” Simon suggested, changing his approach. “As I told you, all my Lady wants is to be freed. She has no designs on your nation, and would be more than willing to help your White Unicorn so long as her safety is ensured. Surely you realize it would be wiser to befriend us than continue this foolish, pointless feud.”

The princess answered him with contemptuous silence.

She’s not making it easy for me. Gregory and Grimm had already suggested skipping the threats and moving straight to torturing the answers out of her, an idea which Simon had put down. I feel the only reason she’s not biting her own tongue off rather than risk betraying her allies is the hope they will come for her.

“Leave her to my tender care, beloved,” the Stone Muse said. “I can convince her to sing us sweet songs.”

Simon scowled behind his Fiendmask. He only had to ask Lorimor’s corpse to get an idea of what the dryad’s ‘convincing’ entailed. She would haunt the princess’ mind day and night until she obtained the answers they sought. It would be a harrowing experience that might drive Satine mad.

They were unfortunately running out of nonviolent alternatives, and Simon’s demonic minions suggested starting a questioning session by cutting off Satine’s fingers. The Muse’s whispers and nightmares were comparatively the lesser evil here, especially if their prisoner relented after a few days.

Simon loathed the mere idea, but the danger was too great and their time too precious. If the White Unicorn or the monarchists had an army nearby, ready to storm the Darkwood to rescue their missing princess, he had to know it now.

“Very well, you may proceed with your ‘convincing.’” Simon felt sick just uttering those words through telepathy. “I will come visit her tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after until she gives in.”

“Worry not, my love.” The Stone Muse’s laughter sounded like the most ominous of all requiems. “By the end, she will sing and dance to my whims.” 

It’s just this reign, Simon told himself once more as he left the cells, fighting against the unease in his throat and gut. This is the best way to gain levels to protect those you love and knowledge of how to prevent a disaster. Power through.

He had to see this foul ritual through. This couldn’t have all been for nothing.

Afterwards, Simon met with Duchar in the Halls of the Minotaur’s morgue, where the necromancer was busy stitching up his sleeping son’s stomach. He had laid the fully restored corpses of Alphonse’s allies on nearby stone slabs, their wounds healed and any damage inflicted restored… with one exception.

Simon glanced at the sixth corpse. He had no idea who it belonged to, or if Duchar had crafted it from nothing, but it now looked like a perfect duplicate of Princess Satine. The resemblance to the woman trapped in his dungeons below was uncanny.

“I take it the princess wasn’t any more forthcoming today?” Duchar guessed after completing his son’s stitching.

“Give her time,” Simon replied before congratulating Duchar on his creation. “Excellent work. Will this fool autopsies?”

“Yes, though probably not advanced divinations,” Duchar replied. “Planting this fake corpse among five real ones will muddy the waters somewhat, but an expert might be able to tell a counterfeit apart.”

“I will see to it that the investigators do not delve too deep.” Simon provided Duchar with a note. “Here are the alterations and wounds I require.”

Duchar squinted as he read it off. “Sliced throat… dagger wounds… are we making it look like an assassination?”

“Yes, indeed,” Simon confirmed. The instructions came from Lady Shabram herself after they finished hashing out the cover-up. “Their deaths will have happened in the Darkwood, but through no fault of our own.”

Simon had hoped to spend this reign sticking to observation when it came to the empire’s political situation in order to learn how the war would go without him influencing the outcome, but he had no choice but to give fate a little nudge. His best bet to prevent the War Party or the White Unicorn from pushing into the Darkwood was to have them at each other’s throats.

Odette Kano was currently conducting an official search of the princess’ and the Flauros’ estates on behalf of Emperor Louis, where she would either find evidence linking them to the White Unicorn movement or outright plant it. The Cobweb had happily provided them with damning documents showing that the Magvolian monarchists were in discussions with Euphemia to betray the War Party.

The official story would be that Satine and her cohorts were secretly using the Darkwood as a cover to meet with rebels without oversight. Lady Shabram would have caught on and sent agents to catch them in the act, only for things to turn sour and lead to a massacre. She would then present Louis with intel on the planned landing.

If everything went to plan and Louis acted as he had always done–with brutality–then he would react by purging the Magvolian royalists and hopefully turning his gaze westward to prevent an invasion. The Illuseans would hopefully be too busy trying to save their assets to investigate the Darkwood further, or blame the Paladin’s death on the War Party. As for the Church Party, they would be too busy defending their heartland from Dassein’s and Vouivre’s incursions. Their lack of influence over Magvolia was half the reason they even agreed to an alliance with the White Unicorn in the first place.

There was, however, one tiny detail about that whole endeavor that bothered Simon. Something which Frea mentioned and that could throw a wrench into his plans.

“Duchar,” Simon said. “A manatree blooms when it is about to reproduce, correct?"

“Yes, of course, Your Majesty,” Duchar confirmed, his eyes widening as he caught on to the issue at hand. “Did the elf and the Paladin mention the possibility of our manatree blooming during the battle?”

“They did,” Simon confirmed. “Which puts Mardok’s actions under a new light.”

He had read enough about manatrees in the past to gather some understanding of their lifecycle. These ancient beings devoured nutrients in the ground and produced mana, drawing in souls to recycle them in an endless cycle of growth until they accumulated more souls than their area could sustain.

When overpopulation threatened the manatree’s prosperity, it would accumulate the souls inside a once-in-a-millennium’s fruit. Elven caretakers would then usually take this sacred seed away to a faraway place and plant it into the ground so it might grow into a new manatree with its own dryad. This was the process that had allowed life to progressively conquer the planet since the Worldtree first bloomed in eons past.

Which begged the question… What kind of fruit would a miasma-corrupted dryad produce?

“Mardok may have been trying to cultivate miasma trees by binding the Stone Muse to the Minotaur crystal,” Simon guessed. “He must have hoped to create more wellsprings of demonic life and spread them across the globe.”

“Fascinating… truly fascinating…” Duchar stroked his beard, his eyes alight with morbid curiosity. “This would explain why the elves sealed our host, too. This interrupted the tree’s lifecycle and froze it in place.”

Simon scowled and turned his telepathic attention to the Stone Muse. “Which you hid from me, Beloved.”

“I did not, my love,” the Stone Muse replied, suddenly on the defensive. “Was it not my promise to you that we would rule together? Though my treacherous sisters have trapped me in a half-life between two ticks of the clock, unable to bring the new life I was born to unleash upon the world, my freedom shall allow me to make the world our garden!”

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine. “Will you bloom as soon as you are freed?”

“Yes, for my fertile soil has grown rich in souls and miasma!” The Stone Muse seemed to sense his troubled thoughts and tried to reassure Simon. “But worry not, Beloved, for my daughter shall be the fruit of our union, loyal unto us both! She will be the first of a great lineage that shall one day blanket this world in darkness and condemn my sisters to oblivion!”

So that was her mad scheme… to create a lineage of miasma trees that would eventually supplant and destroy the Mana Goddess’ children, until the Stone Muse ruled over a dark forest stretching from one end of the earth to the other.

It was doomed to failure. Neither the Oracle nor any sane ruler would allow things to go that far. Not even the likes of Louis or Euphemia had any interest in seeing new Darkwoods popping up. They would cut the Stone Muse’s ambitions short. That was probably why she had kept that information to herself rather than trust Simon with it until he had already figured it out.

But that must have been Mardok’s objective before he ran out of reigns. The archdemon wished to turn the entire planet into a demonic hellscape shrouded in miasma where his kind ruled absolute. Even then, a miasma tree fruit could make for a terrible weapon of mass destruction in the wrong hands. Frea and the Oracle had been right to be wary of letting Louis learn too much. He might very well want to weaponize the fruit by dropping it on Lore or Illusea.

In any case, Simon wouldn’t let things progress that far. Not in this cursed reign, and certainly not in the next.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Simon lied easily before moving on to the next issue at hand. “Duchar, I would like you to analyze the Paladin Crestone for me.”

“Of course.” Duchar coughed. “Has Your Majesty managed to put the outfit on since yesterday?”

“I’m afraid not,” Simon grunted as he summoned the Paladin Crestone and quickly placed it on a nearby workbench. “I was struck with immense pain the moment I tried to activate the Class. It hates me.”

Putting on the Merchant’s Class outfit had been painful but somewhat bearable. However, Simon’s attempt to activate the Paladin’s armor had proved a worse experience than trying to bathe in magma. Not only did it barely cover his arm before cancelling itself, but the agony had been so atrocious that Simon briefly considered amputating it then and there just to make it stop.

The Overlord and Paladin simply couldn’t mix.

“I tried to have some of our cultists put on the Class,” Simon confessed to Duchar. “The Crestone burned anyone trying to touch it, and refused to activate for those using protective gear.”

“This does not surprise me. The Paladin Crestone is infamous for outright rejecting what it considers unworthy holders. There are reports of it smiting and abandoning users who strayed from the path of righteousness in the past.” Duchar cast analysis spells on the Crestone and quickly marked what information he could gather on a small note. “Would this match the reports Your Majesty learned from their contacts?”

“Let’s see,” Simon replied as he read the document.


The Paladin: The noble knight in shining armor, hero of the downtrodden, defender of the weak, champion of the Light, and unyielding foe of evil in all of its forms. 

Strength B, Vitality A, Agility A, Perception B, Magic C, Intelligence D, Charisma S, Luck C.

Innate Perk: Darksense (Passive): You gain a sixth sense to detect the presence of the Dark–like miasma, Dungeons, undead, demons, or Dark-aligned spellcasters nearby.

Innate Perk: Evil’s Bane (Passive): When using weapons in which you have a proficiency or Prayer spells, your attacks against creatures or adepts of the Dark—like Undead, Demons, or their followers—always gain a Slayer Effect (x3 Supereffective Damage). 

Innate Perk: Holy Fortitude (Passive): You are immune to all physical ailments. 

Innate Perk: Sanctify (Active): You can attempt to purify an area with a radius equal to ten feet per Paladin level. Weaker creatures of the Dark are destroyed while stronger ones are weakened, miasma is repelled or suppressed, and Dungeon crystals are destroyed.

Level 1 Perk: Defender of the Weak (Passive): You gain medium proficiency with all melee weapons (x1.5 damage). 



At first glance, the Paladin Class wasn’t so different from its Templar Vassal Class, but Simon only had to take a glance at the details to realize otherwise. Not only did the Paladin trump its Vassal in nearly all stats, but its innate Perks were broader too. Evil’s Bane applied to followers of the Dark rather than creatures born of it, which meant the Paladin could smite the likes of Duchar with ease, and it extended to Prayer spells too rather than just weapons. Holy Fortitude outright granted immunity to half the world’s ailments, and Simon had learned from experience that Sanctify could destroy his own Dungeons.

The rest of Shabram’s report on the Paladin’s capabilities indicated it offered access to Prayer spells, healing and buffs, and support abilities in the form of an Aura of Valor that more or less acted as the reverse of Simon’s own Dreadful Aura.

“Can’t your analysis spells gather more intel on its other Perks besides the innate ones?” Simon asked.

“Not with my current degree of expertise or available equipment,” Duchar replied. “I must confess that copying schematics is not the same as understanding them, at least for me. My Class focuses on spellcasting rather than analysis when compared to Librarian Vassals like the Scholar. I can only glean what secondary divination spells tell me.”

“I see.” Simon couldn’t blame him, considering that Duchar’s expertise lay in miasma spells and necromancy first and foremost, not to mention that their current laboratory couldn’t compare to the Goetia facility. “Alphonse and his allies mentioned a certain Heroic Destiny exp-boosting ability, but I don’t see it among the Paladin’s innate Perks nor Lady Shabram’s notes on the Class…”

“Classes change with perception, and the Paladin’s opposition to the Overlord is a relatively recent development in its history.”

“Are you suggesting that it could be a new Perk born of people’s evolving belief?” Simon inquired. “Something Alphonse would have acquired a few levels into the Class?”

“It is a mere theory, but one we cannot exclude.” Duchar stroked his beard. “Alternatively, it could be an Oracle ability rather than a Paladin one. Any Perk with the word ‘destiny’ in it calls that Class to mind. If our intruders indeed followed the Oracle’s instruction, she might have provided them with a blessing of some sort.”

“True. Not even Shabram could glean much about the Oracle’s abilities, and she plays a subtle game.” She had even managed to plant agents in the empire’s highest echelons without alerting a time-traveler like Balzam, which spoke volumes about the Oracle’s talent for obfuscation. “Either way, it seems unlikely I will be able to access this Heroic Destiny.”

“Which begs the question of what Your Majesty wants to do with this Crestone,” Duchar pointed out. “Keeping it outside their Inventory leaves it vulnerable to enemy divinations, and it has escaped containment in the past. Destroying it might be our wisest course of action.”

“Inventory only releases items it contains if I summon them or perish,” Simon pointed out. “You think it could escape anyway?”

“I fear this may be an inevitable outcome. His Late Majesty Balzam and Gargauth both had Merchants working under them, but they never had them store the Crestone in an Inventory as far as I know and instead defaulted to other methods of containment. Whether that was distrust or experience, I cannot say.”

True. The idea would have to have crossed Balzam Magnos’ mind at one point or another. He could have tried, and Patriate might have managed to lie to him about the Crestone escaping the Inventory, but Simon found it more likely that there was a catch of some sort.

Simon wondered what to do. Consuming the Crestone would both grant him a Perk and temporarily put the Paladin out of commission until it reformed. Although Holy Fortitude was redundant with his own Unyielding Essence and Indomitable Crown, Evil’s Bane and Sanctify would be especially useful against the Zodiac Fiends should Simon ever directly come to blows with them.

However, consuming the Crestone presented two issues. First of all, it would unleash a powerful burst of mana that risked alerting the War Party to their location. Leonard had already been investigating the Merchant Crestone’s destruction; another happening right after the princess’ disappearance would raise too many alarm bells.

Second, Simon only had limited Devour Crestone spots and he was wary of wasting one. Evil’s Bane and Sanctify could be situationally very good, but they lacked the constant practicality of an exp-boosting Perk or Inventory. All Noble Classes packed immensely powerful abilities, and opportunities to gain better ones might present themselves in the future.

Moreover, he had bested Alphonse twice and knew exactly where he would be at the start of the reigns and when he would land in Magvolia. Getting past Frea to lure him into a trap would be difficult, but not impossible. Simon could consume the Paladin Crestone in a future reign easily enough with his current foreknowledge.

Simon decided to hold on to it for now after some thinking. It would take a while for the Paladin Crestone to find a suitable holder should it break containment, and even longer for them to level-up enough to provide a challenge. Frea had been the real danger to Simon’s operations rather than Alphonse, and neither would trouble him anymore.

“I will keep the Crestone with me for now,” Simon decided after storing it back in his Inventory. Studying how the Crestone tried to escape would also provide useful insight into that Perk’s limits and mechanics, and if it proved too troublesome to keep, he would deliver the Crestone to Shabram as proof of the princess’ treachery. “Move on towards copying our new Crestones’ schematics and analyzing them. I’m especially curious about what the Sage can do.”

The third sacrifice would be upon them soon, and after that, the final stretch towards the Minotaur’s binding.

  

    
        Chapter 68: The Season of the Minotaur (17)

    
    
    
    
  The princess was sacrificed on schedule on the Autumnal Equinox.

Satine was brought to the altar on schedule, pale and sick, in front of an audience including Duchar, cultists, and an assembly of fiends. She hadn’t said a thing, even as gargoyles chained her up to the stone slab and Simon raised the sacrificial spike. She simply glared at her captors with all of her hatred and bitter defiance.

The woman had an iron will that forced respect. The Stone Muse had tormented her day and night for the better part of the month without success. She never submitted nor gave away anything.

“I have grown fond of her, Beloved,” the Stone Muse said in the back of his mind. “I look forward to adding her willful spirit to my court, so it may keep it alight.”

“Her soul shall be mine to use as I see fit,” Simon replied. Satine’s resolve had earned his respect, and he wouldn’t surrender her to the Muse.

In the end, her doomed valor didn’t save anyone. Everything went more or less as Simon planned. When shown proof of the expected landing and the princess’ treachery, Louis both immediately ordered a purge of all White Unicorn supporters and intensified airship patrols of the Dragonsea to install a continental blockade. Duke Flauros and the monarchists raised his banners in open rebellion, but the War Party’s superior intel and aerial supremacy, along with the lack of a princess to rally around, spelled the revolt’s doom before it even began. Louis personally put the Flauros castle to the torch and slew Duke Flauros in single combat, with his wife committing suicide by fireball necklace rather than be taken alive.

The real surprise came from Duke Eligos. Though his wife was a sister of Patriate Malphas, they had remained loyal to Louis and invaded the Flauros demesne on his behalf; nothing tied them directly to the White Unicorn plot either.

Was that an attempt to keep their cover or something more? Shabram kept them under surveillance to figure it out, but Louis had elected to leave the Eligos family alone since his forces were stretched thin as they were and the White Unicorn’s fleet might still attempt a landing in spite of their diminished support.

Other news from the front had been all over the place. Some kind of rabies-like epidemic had begun to spread among Dassein’s beastmen troops, halting their advance, and Vouivre was solidifying her hold over the Berwick Islands. Chaos ruled the continent, and Simon’s actions would only add more to it.

“Any last words?” Simon asked the princess upon raising the sacrificial spike.

“You will fail,” she replied sternly, closing her eyes. “Your kind always does.”

I know, Simon thought, but we keep trying until we succeed.

“Great trapped fiend, accept this bloody gift, sacrificed on freedom’s altar,” Simon chanted as he drove the sacrificial spike into her heart. “The descendant of an enemy punished in vengeance, to unleash upon us the Autumn of Despair!”

The world wailed in horror when he slew Princess Satine. Crimson lightning crackled in a miniature thunderstorm and arcane symbols glowed so bright in the air they became almost blinding. The earthquake that followed was far more terrible than any before it, and Simon worried that the ceiling would collapse upon their heads for a brief instant. A vision of a third chain breaking over a seal flooded his mind, followed by a rush of demonic power.

It wasn’t enough for him to level-up, though. The gulf between levels had grown wide indeed after slaying Frea, and all that remained when Simon returned to reality was the soul gem in his hand and a gaping emptiness inside his heart.

“Yes, yes!” the Stone Muse rejoiced, her voice far more vibrant than it had ever been before. “Paper-thin this prison has become! One more push to freedom calls!”

“Yes, indeed,” Simon replied out loud before telepathically sending a message to Duchar through the brand so the Muse wouldn’t overhear them. “Will the seal hold?”

“It should,” Duchar confirmed. The whole reason he had come to the sacrifice ceremony was for the purpose of observing its effects on the seal. “The full effect of the Seasonal Key ritual will activate only with the fourth and final sacrifice. The increasing miasma potency might change that soon, however.”

That was what worried Simon. The Black Comet would arrive four days before the Winter Solstice marking the final sacrifice according to their calculations. Simon had no idea how events would unfold then. There was a slim risk that the increase in miasma would allow the Stone Muse to escape early without being properly bound by the Seasonal Key. It would be unwise to rely on her goodwill and gratitude until then.

Thankfully, that possibility had already been taken into account alongside the danger her fruit represented.

“You will stop with the Crestone analysis and move on to work full-time on alchemical fire production,” Simon informed Duchar. “I will shift the containment chambers around with my Lord of the Demon Castle so she does not suspect anything.” 

“As Your Majesty wishes, but I must say it would be a terrible waste to burn such a unique creature.”

“I would rather see this manatree perish over us if she escapes before schedule.” Simon froze upon sensing an attempt at telepathic contact from Cassandra and focused on that one. “Yes, Cassandra?”

“Is everyone alright?” she asked with concern. “Are my father and brother safe?”

This gave Simon pause. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“The earth shook minutes ago, bringing down buildings and houses upon us. I feared you might have been affected.”

Had the tremors reached all the way to Whispermire? That was new, and worrying.

“They are safe, I promise you,” Simon replied before sensing another telepathic attempt at communication. “Wait, Cassandra, hang on a moment.” He then focused on the new caller. “What is it, Lady Kano?”

“I would like to meet with you in person, Lord Belias.” Odette’s thoughts sounded quieter, and a little more alarmed than usual. “To discuss my upcoming tribute and leave of absence.”

Simon thought he had misheard for a moment. “Your leave of absence?”

“Yes, since I doubt you would allow me to resign. I would prefer to discuss it in person in a place of your choosing.”

“Why this sudden change?” Her business had never been more profitable. “If you need a loan for the tribute, I can arrange it.”

“I do not think this will compensate for Whispermire’s destruction.”

“Whispermire’s destruction?” A chill traveled down Simon’s spine. He briefly wondered if the War Party had ordered Whispermire’s annihilation before figuring out the most likely cause. “Oh, you mean these tremors? They are no cause for concern.”

“Yes, they are. The ceiling nearly fell on me, and an entire district has collapsed.” She sounded more annoyed than troubled, perhaps because she had anticipated something like this and moved her assets elsewhere. “With all due respect, I would rather have been forewarned.”

“Have I not granted you my brands to shield you?” Simon replied so as not to lose face. “But very well. I shall be on my way soon.”

He had the sneaking suspicion his days of anonymity might soon come to an end.



Simon flew back to Whispermire on spectral horseback, and it took him only a single good look at the Darkwood under the moonlight to realize the seriousness of the situation.

The Halls of the Minotaur might have been at the quake’s epicenter, but its enchanted stonemasonry–which they had further reinforced after the first tremors during the last sacrifice—had shielded them from the destruction that befell Whispermire. Dozens of houses which had never been designed to survive such a natural disaster had collapsed, burying streets under tides of stone and starting fires. He could see the smoke under the moonlight from the Darkwood. The Midnight Market’s two uppermost floors had collapsed, the establishment’s walls cracking along the edge.

Beyond the risk to his plan, the sight of corpses being excavated from crumbled houses tugged at his heartstrings. How many locals would die or lose their homes tonight? And this destruction would pale compared to what would happen when the Stone Muse finally escaped her prison.

Simon tried to tell himself that this wasn’t his final reign, that all would be undone, but a part of him wondered if this world would go on beyond his death to continue suffering the consequences of his actions. That doubt gnawed at him like a worm in an apple.

Simon discreetly moved to a meeting point at the city’s outskirts, away from prying eyes. He found Odette waiting for him there in Silk’s company. Whereas Odette wore a dark scowl on her face, Whispermire’s destruction didn’t seem to bother Silk in the slightest.

“Greeting, ladies,” Simon declared upon landing. “Shouldn’t you be organizing the relief efforts, Lady Kano?”

“I am. I had already drilled my men for such an eventuality.” Odette waved her hand at the Midnight Market. “Was this your plan from the start?”

“We are just getting started,” Simon replied after climbing down from his horse and dismissing it. “I do admit I didn’t anticipate tremors to reach so far away from the Darkwoods.”

“Earthquakes have been more common across the continent over the past few months,” Silk noted. “One struck Lore’s southern coast not too long ago.”

“Certainly you will not blame me for every natural disaster befalling your kind.” Simon met Silk’s gaze. “Why are you here, spiderspawn?”

“To inform you we may not meet again for a long while. Louis’ crackdown on dissidents disturbs our business, so we will have to lay low and close the mines for a while. We would like to resume Crestone purchases in the future…” Silk gave him a knowing look. “Assuming Whispermire is still standing when we return, of course.”

“What makes you think it will not?” Simon replied, playing coy. He could tell neither Silk nor Odette believed him. “I hope for your safety that you will not seek to reveal my existence to anyone.”

“There is no need to worry about that,” Silk replied with a shrug. “Your interests align with the Prince, and the Cobweb does not betray its suppliers.”

Simon knew from experience that was a big fat lie. His instinct told him there was more to this than what she was sharing.

“Interesting,” Simon replied before brushing it off. “As for you, Lady Kano, do you intend to leave my employ?”

“Is that even in the cards with these brands on my skin?” Odette scoffed. “I would like a tribute exemption. I have gathered enough funds and contacts to begin my expedition in Uyo, and I would like to depart for it before the imminent continental blockade makes maritime travel all but impossible, or before whatever you’re doing in the Darkwood destroys this city.”

“Such suspicions,” Simon replied, though she was acting rather wisely. “I would assume the spider’s spawn here will accompany you out of the goodness of her heart?”

“The Prince is highly interested in what treasures we can obtain from looting Rhapta,” Silk confirmed. “As you certainly are, Lord Belias. Surely your interest in the Midnight Market has waned now that this city all but answers to you already.”

Clever spider… she wasn’t wrong either. Simon’s cult had steadily infiltrated all of Whispermire’s power structures, and most local adventurers had either been wiped out or gotten the memo that the Darkwood had become too dangerous for them to trifle with. Frea’s group had been the last source of concern on that matter. Odette’s help was precious, but not entirely necessary anymore.

Still, Simon distrusted the Cobweb. It struck him as odd that they would abandon this lucrative operation for uncertain riches, even assuming they were seeking the Zodiac Fiends’ crystals. Why would they want to abandon the area entirely for a time? Unless they only wanted him to think they were gone, but what purpose would it ser–

Oh.

Oh, that was what they had in mind, the little treacherous bastards. Was the Muse in on it, or were they acting on their own? Either way, Simon knew exactly how to flip the tables on them.

“Very well, Lady Kano,” Simon decided, suppressing a smile. “I will exempt you from tributes and allow you to depart this ruined land for another… under two conditions.”

Odette scowled. She must have noticed he was only giving her a reprieve, not a termination of employment notice. “Which are?”

“You will ensure that the War Party does not come to bother us after this. Convince them there is nothing to be done about this quake, that nothing of value will be lost, and that this was a natural disaster which had nothing to do with the Darkwood. Only when my peace of mind is ensured will I allow you to depart.”

“I… I will do what I can.” Odette crossed her arms. “What of the second condition?”

“I am giving you a holiday, not freedom. There might come a time when you find me knocking on your door with a demand, and you shall fulfill it.” Simon then switched to telepathy. “As for my third and final condition, you will warn me of anything you find in the city of Rhapta. I suspect it might contain a treasure most precious for the hordes of the Abyss, which the spider will try to steal.”

Odette scowled before answering out loud. “Understood.”

“Very reasonable of you.” Simon smiled at her, showing his teeth to seem more ominous. “Bring a healing potion, and show me your arm.”

Simon proceeded to remove Odette’s Brand of Greed, the first time he did so for a follower. The various Devil Brand Perk descriptions warned that doing so would inflict damage upon the marked person, and they turned out to be right. It only took Simon a thought to dispel the mark, but it tore off Odette’s skin and revealed her flayed flesh underneath on its way out. She was holding back tears of pain even after the healing potions helped her regenerate.

Simon had some hope that he could delay the War Party’s response until after the Winter Solstice and the Black Comet’s arrival. A quake in Whispermire was worrying, but it could be passed off for a natural disaster and didn’t threaten the Goetia Research Center. Louis should be too busy dealing with his many enemies and the civil war to worry about a backwater besides sending relief.

Simon only had to hold out for three more months. Three months, and then he would have both an archdemon under his control and the answers he sought.

Everything would change after that.



After speaking with Odette Kano, Simon then went to visit Cassandra and her coven. Their house was thankfully still standing, either because of being made of sturdy wood rather than stone or because of the protective spells woven into it.

“Greetings, Simon,” Cassandra said after he entered, closing the door behind them. The smell of herbs and sweet potions filled the air. “It is kind of you to visit me.”

“I admit I was a bit worried for your safety, with the quake and all.” Simon glanced around. “Your coven isn’t here?”

“Mebbeth is with her grandchildren, and Nora returned to her husband. I gave my bodyguards the night off when I learned you would visit me.” Cassandra smiled demurely. “Will you stay the night?”

“If it is not a bother.”

“It never is. I enjoy your company.” Her head tilted a bit to the side. “Something weighs on your mind. I can tell.”

“It does,” Simon replied with a sigh. “It’s… it’s getting to me.”

“The ritual?” she guessed.

“Yes. The quake, the Paladin, everything.” How could his father have enjoyed sowing torment? It only brought Simon guilt and exhaustion. “I… I sacrificed Princess Satine today. She was a good woman who would rather be haunted by a deranged dryad for weeks on end rather than betray her allies.”

“She tried to kill you and my family, Simon,” Cassandra pointed out. “You gave them chances to back away. A battle was inevitable then.”

“I know, but… they were good people, and in the right to raid the Halls of the Minotaur. I do not think most would look kindly on us sacrificing souls to bind a demon to our will. I keep telling myself this is for the greater good, that we can revive their souls as undead, and that it’s better for the world that we keep the Stone Muse under control rather than let her escape on her own, that gaining more Overlord levels will give me the strength to help others in the future, but…” Simon looked away. “All those words sound hollow to me. It wears me down.”

Cassandra listened to him patiently, her face unreadable. She remained quiet for a moment, weighing her answer very carefully.

“When my brother died, my father had no choice but to use necromancy to keep him among the living. He was condemned for this. Called a monster. My brother lost much in the process, as did we all… but he is still here with us.” Cassandra took a long, deep breath. “I am not well-placed to tell you whether or not what we are doing here is wrong or right. All I can say is that sometimes there are no good solutions, only available ones. Maybe binding the Stone Muse will give you the power to choose a good one eventually. I cannot say.”

Her words were kind, but they didn’t alleviate Simon’s bad mood. “I have tried to convince myself that it will turn out alright, but… how do you live with these regrets?”

“You simply do,” Cassandra replied wisely. “I do not think it is possible to live without regrets. Our acts always have unforeseen consequences. Not even the Oracle herself, who can see the future with clarity, is safe from making mistakes. This is simply something we must live and come to terms with.”

Simon pondered her words. Did they apply to him, who had been blessed and cursed with the power to undo his mistakes until he eventually got it right? They probably were. Simon doubted his father had died satisfied after seventy-five lifetimes. There were foes he had missed, plots he had overlooked, and works he left unfinished. Nobody could account for everything, not even time-travelers.

Maybe Simon would be no exception. Maybe all he could do was his best. It eased his mind a bit.

“Would you like some tea?” Cassandra asked him kindly. “Something warm to put your mind at ease?”

“I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea, yes.” Simon coughed. “I have a gift for you as well.”

Cassandra smiled warmly. “A gift?”

“Yes.” Simon moved towards the dinner table and grabbed the nearest glass. “If you could step back a bit, I need to take care of something first.”

Cassandra watched with curiosity as Simon raised his hand over the table, focusing on his Inventory, and attempted to bring out his gift… only for the Paladin Crestone to pop out instead. It immediately began to roll across the table towards the door, but Simon quickly trapped it under the glass.

“It always does that,” Simon complained. “The Paladin’s Crestone comes out first each time I try to summon something out of the Inventory, at which point it rolls towards the nearest window or crack. It’s uncanny how it manages to ricochet around.”

“The Crestone can select itself as an Inventory item?” Cassandra inquired with curiosity.

“I think it can either influence the System or probabilities to a degree, somehow. Maybe not outright break the rules, but enough to pull a few surprises.” Simon waved his hand and summoned his actual gift: a bouquet of purple orchids and venomous flowers whose beauty was only matched by their toxicity. He put the Paladin Crestone back into his Inventory, then presented his offering to Cassandra. “Here.”

“Are those flowers from the Darkwood?” Cassandra inquired upon taking the bouquet, her Brand of Gluttony protecting her from their poison. “They smell wonderful.”

“It took me a while to find and pluck flowers that didn’t look like abominations,” Simon admitted. “I hope you like them.”

“I do. I wonder if I could harvest their petals for a potion.” Cassandra searched a shelf for a pot and placed them inside. “That was very kind of you.”

Then… then she turned to face him, and Simon could feel it in the air. A tension. An unmet demand neither of them could express openly. Cassandra joined her hands and stared at him, waiting for Simon to make the first move.

So he leaned forward to kiss her.

It was an impulse, a spur-of-the-moment act. He thought about Anna for a brief second, but then recalled that his Anna was gone and the current one was a very different person. She had probably changed the same way Tiella had become another woman entirely. His fiancée was dead, an extinguished possibility that only existed in his mind now.

Louis’ advice came to mind. Simon couldn’t let those ghosts haunt him forever. Those reigns had flown by, while Cassandra was here and now, made of flesh and blood rather than memories.

He wanted her. He wanted the comfort she offered, he wanted her wisdom and kindness, her warmth.

So he took it all. He pressed his lips against her, putting his arms behind her back to pull her closer. She didn’t resist and accepted him without a word. The kiss was a bit clumsy on her hand, but was as sweet as it was short.

“I have never kissed a warm body before,” Cassandra confessed shyly.

Why did she always have to say such creepy things? Then again, part of Simon found it morbidly adorable. He leaned in to kiss her again more ferociously, when Cassandra pushed him back all of a sudden.

“Wait,” she said, albeit with some hesitation.

Simon froze. “Was I too forward?”

“No, no, it…” Cassandra bit her lip. “There… There is something you need to know about me. Something only my family knows.”

Simon frowned, but let her go. Cassandra took a long, deep breath, like a witch facing the pyre.

“I hope you won’t mind,” she said, hopeful.

For the first time since he had met her many reigns back, Cassandra pulled back her veil.

Simon stared at her in confusion, trying to understand the issue, when he spotted them peeking out from beneath her hair: two black spikes so small one could have mistaken them for bumps. His eyes widened in recognition before traveling down and noticing something new moving beneath her robes. Something red, scaly, and sinuous.

Cassandra had horns and a forked tail.
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  The first thought that crossed Simon’s mind was that Cassandra had shifter blood.

It would have made sense, since human-shifter dalliances were unusual but not unheard of, especially in Telluria. However, the sinuous forked tail didn’t belong to any natural animal or creature Simon knew of. Another darker possibility came to mind when taking Duchar’s proclivities into account.

“You are a fiend?” Simon asked, taken aback.

“Half of one,” Cassandra replied shyly. “My mother was a demon that my father had a relationship with, after his first wife died.”

“That… Then Hector is your half-brother…” Simon didn’t know what to say. Humans and demons could reproduce together—the latter could breed with anything, being creatures of miasma rather than natural entities—but most couplings were far from consensual. At least the ‘relationship’ part implied a much healthier reason for Cassandra’s birth. “There must be a big story behind that.”

“Not quite. Father wanted to sire a half-demon child out of scientific curiosity, and mother indulged him.”

Of course. Only Duchar would think to bed a demon for the sake of experimentation. It was a small miracle that Cassandra turned out relatively well-adjusted. Still, a worrying detail came to mind…

“I do recall you mentioning you despised your mother,” Simon said.

“I did?” Cassandra replied with a frown of confusion, Simon’s heart skipping a beat when he realized she only did so in a former reign. “But yes, I do not like her. Mother gave birth to me because she wanted to understand the human feelings of love and motherhood.”

“I… I take it she did not?” Somehow, Simon struggled to imagine a creature entirely shaped out of corrupted mana to be capable of love.

“No. So she tried to strangle me one day to see if she could feel remorse instead when I was still a child.” She said that so casually they might as well have been discussing the weather. “Father had to banish her back to the Abyss after that.”

Simon winced. “I’m… I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you.” Cassandra tilted her head to the side, as if considering whether her nonchalance was appropriate in the current situation. “I do not think I experience emotions like a normal person because of my origins. There are things that are obvious to others that I miss unless I pay attention, but other burdens do not weigh on my mind too much.”

“I… I see.” That explained a lot of things. “I promise I shall not share your secret with anyone.”

She bit her lower lip shyly. “You do not mind?”

“No, not at all.” Simon gently stroked her hair and horns. “I find them quite lovely, actually.”

“Thank you. I was afraid my origins might frighten or bother you.”

“Well, I kinda count as a demon because of my Class either way, so… no, it doesn’t.” He put his hands around her waist, and this time she didn’t pull back. “I like you just the way you are.”

She smiled at him, her tail coiling around his legs as their lips met once more.



That…

Whoa.

That… alright… that was something…

“Simon?” Cassandra’s voice brought him back to reality as she pulled their bedsheet up. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no, it’s…” Simon struggled to put it into words, his eyes staring at the ceiling as a fog lifted over his mind. “I’m just… recovering.”

“Was it bad?” she asked with a frown. “Personally, I enjoyed it.”

“I… I did too…” The things she did with her tail… that opened up so many possibilities… “It was… good.”

He thought the best night of his life had been with Anna, and while he shared a deeper kinship with her, tonight had been something else altogether. Balzam’s loathsome rating had been accurate for once.

And yet, as the pleasure and contentment receded into the back of Simon’s mind, a certain realization wouldn’t leave him.

This would not last.

This would not stick. There would come a time when Simon would wake up in Frightwall alone again, their relationship a mere dream the new Cassandra wouldn’t remember. Would it hurt when he saw her again then, the same way it had hurt with Anna? Or would he simply cherish the memory and move on eventually?

“I wonder how long it can last,” Simon said as he pulled her close to him, her head resting on his shoulder. “Us.”

“As long as it can, I think?” Cassandra replied simply. “I have never been courted before, so I cannot tell.”

“I hope it lasts beyond the ritual.” Both this relationship and the reign. “What would you like to do once we complete it?”

Cassandra thought about it for a moment. “I would like to stay. I like this place and the people here. I would like to meet the Muse too, once it is safe for me to do so.”

“What, really?” That took Simon aback. “Why?”

“I think she is lonely and in deep pain. She reaches out to me sometimes, and I often answer.”

“I forbade her to,” Simon replied in annoyance. “If that treacherous tree tried to lure you into the forest–”

“She did not,” Cassandra reassured him. “She was thankful for my efforts to preserve her cult on her behalf and promised me great rewards in return for my devotion.” She chuckled lightly. “I think she wants me to become her new Caretaker.”

“Well… it’s not like any elf will serve her,” Simon conceded. “And she will have a daughter on the way too soon, if we do nothing about it.”

“A daughter? The manatree will bloom?” Cassandra sounded worried all of a sudden. “What will you do with the fruit?”

“I’m not sure yet. Either destroy it or prevent its birth somehow, I suppose.” Now Cassandra looked downright uncomfortable. “You want to plant it?”

“I do not think it is right to blame a newborn creature for its origins, or the danger it might represent,” Cassandra replied, her voice a little weaker than before. Simon had the feeling she related to the unborn demon-born dryad due to her own history. “I hope you will reconsider.”

“I understand how you feel, Cassandra, but you must realize the threat to the world a new breed of miasma trees will represent,” Simon pointed out. Even lifeless deserts like the Navarre region would be better off with nothing over a new Darkwood. “Unless we find a way to purify the fruit.”

Cassandra considered the matter before answering, “What if we used the Paladin Crestone?”

“On the fruit?” Simon quickly caught on. “You want to implant it in the fruit the same way Mardok forced the miasma crystal onto the Muse?”

“If it is so holy, it should be able to restore the newborn dryad into a normal one,” Cassandra pointed out. “You said their Purify Perk could destroy miasma crystals and clean areas of miasma.”

It was a good point… Simon doubted the Paladin’s Purify Perk could destroy the Zodiac Fiends’ crystals or else the ancient heroes would have done so rather than seal them away, but it might help purge the Muse’s daughter of her corruption. It would put an end to the late Mardok’s plan and prevent this evil from festering any further.

“It’s worth a shot,” Simon conceded. “I would be willing to try if we can keep the Paladin Crestone contained until that day.”

“Thank you, Simon. I think this is the right path.” She looked at him a bit shyly. “Could I ask something of you?”

“Yes, of course.” Simon frowned. “Something about the Muse?”

“No.” Her tongue clicked in her mouth. “Could you… massage me?”

Simon blinked, then burst out laughing. “Of course,” he replied, sealing the promise with a kiss. “Anything for you, Cassandra.”



The next month was rather peaceful, in stark contrast with the rest of this reign so far.

Simon spent it experimenting with his upgraded crafting Perk and learning Tier 4 spells under his various mentors’ tutelage. The first of them was an improvement on the Toxin spell called Megatox.

“Elemental spells are simple enough that sorcerers developed stronger variants for different tiers,” Cassandra explained to him during one of these sessions. “They usually follow this structure: base spell, then mega, then giga, and so on, with each enhancement increasing the spellcasting tier by two.”

“So I will be able to cast a Gigatox spell at Tier 6?” Simon asked.

“Yes. Some Mage Vassal Classes can go further by using ‘metamagic’ Perks to alter a spell’s effects or potency, but mine has no such ability.” Cassandra chuckled. “A silly thought crossed my mind.”

“You are wondering what would happen if I consumed the Mage Noble Crestone?” Simon guessed.

“Oh, was it that obvious?”

“No,” Simon teased her, “but I am starting to know you well.”

She had a point, too. A similar thought had crossed his mind when Duchar sent him his analysis of the Sage Class. Its first innate Perk, Spell Affinity, let the user treat elemental neutral affinities as strong ones for the purpose of learning new spells and thus drastically shortening training; and the second, Grimoire Insight, let them instantly learn new spells from books or scrolls by simply reading a sufficiently detailed description, but they needed to be able to cast the Tier or spellcasting school in question first. New Perks then focused on learning how to spellcast spells of those same schools, like Geomancy, Rituals, and so on.

In short, these Perks would have been extremely useful had Simon not been constrained by Miasmic Archmage’s limitation to miasma-only spells. Neither enhanced affinities nor improved learning compensated for that crippling weakness, though they would make Simon even better at what he already excelled in.

Focusing on the Mage Noble Crestone might be a better proposition. That Class was said to be capable of mastering all forms of sorcery. One of its Perks might counteract Miasmic Archmage’s limits.

Taking the Mage Crestone from Cocagne’s queen was a pipe dream for now, but the Church Party had formed an alliance with her… perhaps that could open an opportunity down the line in another reign.

All in all, Simon was now more or less convinced that no Vassal Class Perks would outshine those he could get from the Noble ones. Obtaining them would certainly be more difficult, but not impossible.

After learning Megatox, Simon began to study three Diabolism spells, courtesy of the Muse: Night Raid, which involved summoning a swarm of abyssal bats to harass his enemies; Devil’s Arm, a spell that extended his arm’s length and let him inflict unholy Darkness damage on touch; and Shadowshield, a powerful buff applying both the Rampart and Barrier status on the user. It was far inferior to something like Belzemine’s Aegis spell, but still highly useful.

Crafting cursed swords, shields, and armor proved no different than making cursed accessories. Simon realized a previous Overlord—perhaps Balzam himself—had likely forged his trusty morning star using the Devil Forgemaster Perk in the past.

Since it was still the best weapon available to him until he gained more spellcasting tiers or better materials to work with, and Simon had no need for armor with his Overlord Class outfit, he instead focused on crafting himself a shield carved from the miasma tree’s bark and manticore bones. He worked hard to imbue it with an immunity against the Wood element in preparation for the Muse’s escape and the ability to fire boney spines at a target.

Simon and Cassandra otherwise settled down into a serene kind of domesticity. His new lover was nowhere near as lustful as Anna had been, but they shared many tender moments. They cooked together, went for horseback rides at night, read books near the firepit, and occasionally raised dead corpses in the basement.

It was… good.

In spite of everything, Simon’s life was good. This was the kind of existence he had hoped to enjoy before the Crimson Throne cursed him with the Overlord Class, besides the occasional cult business.

Once the month came to an end, Cassandra felt secure enough in their relationship to break the news to her family at dinner. Simon could tell Duchar and Hector had guessed the truth the moment they showed up on their house’s threshold that night.

“You do not seem surprised,” Simon told Duchar once he served the stuffed toadman he and Cassandra had cooked all evening.

“I had the intuition that Your Majesty fancied my daughter, considering how often you would choose to visit her,” Duchar replied. “I figured the two of you would settle down eventually.”

“About time…” Hector said.

“So you do not mind?” Simon asked. He didn’t wish to create any rift between Duchar and him. He knew the man put his family above his loyalty to the Overlord and would rather receive his blessing on the matter.

“What better partner could there be for my daughter than the Overlord?” Duchar shrugged his shoulders. “Cassandra is old enough to make her own decisions.”

That was pleasantly mature and wholesome of him.

“Besides, I can’t help but wonder if the child of an Overlord and a half-demon will end up with stronger devilish blood than either parent. A large sample of progeny ought to provide great insight into the influence of miasma on newborns.”

And of course he had to ruin the moment…

“You may have to wait many years for that experiment, Father,” Cassandra replied as she served Hector a plate of vegetables. “Here, brother.”

“I do not eat,” he rasped.

“These are specifically cultivated plants capable of providing flavor to an undead’s tongue,” Cassandra insisted after sitting between her lover and her father. “Simon created them just for you.”

“I…” Hector coughed. “Thank you, Simon.”

“You’re welcome,” Simon replied. “I know it is not much, but Cassandra and I hope it will make your current condition more bearable.”

“I am getting better. Your Dungeon clears my mind.” Hector met his gaze. “If I may ask… Have you heard any news about Lady Lauriane? I have heard she and Lord Louis are waging a war…”

“And they are winning it.” Simon had continued to keep close watch on what happened across Magvolia and beyond, through both Shabram and the news. “Their airships sank the White Unicorn’s fleet when it attempted to cross the Dragonsea last week.”

From what Simon had heard, the loss of the princess and the Flauros’ failed rebellion had considerably shaken the resolve of Valne’s city-states. Some of their leaders had pulled back from the entire endeavor, chief among them the Necromancer himself. Ser Richard of Lore had struggled to keep the coalition afloat, and the lack of local allies in Magvolia had forced him to take the long route to the nation. The massacre was such that the coast had briefly turned red for a day from all the washed-up corpses. Ser Richard himself was presumed dead, though his body had yet to be found.

Simon kept wondering what would have happened had he not taken up residence in the Darkwood. Would Alphonse’s party have reinforced the Muse’s seal and then successfully coordinated an invasion of Magvolia? Would it have changed anything?

“The Church Party is done for, I think,” Simon said as he cut off one of the stuffed toadman’s legs. “The plague that decimated Telluria’s shifters wasn’t enough to turn the tide in the northeast, and the warlord Vouivre slew my brother Thalas when he attempted to retake the Berwick Islands for his father-in-law.”

“The Berserker was killed?” Duchar asked with sudden interest.

“He was. The new Marquise de Shax apparently feigned to support the retaking of the islands, only to betray him to Vouivre on arrival.” A piece of information that had filled Simon with immense joy, as much as he despaired to hear how the Berwick Islands suffered under Vouivre. At least he took solace in that Anna was still safe in Frightwall and freed in widowhood. “Vouivre rewarded her treachery with the Berserker Crestone and then invaded the Church Party’s holdings in Uyo.”

Cassandra frowned in genuine concern. “Isn’t Lady Kano there? Is she safe?”

“She is. She confirmed to me that the Cobweb’s association with Vouivre had secured her safety and autonomy through telepathy.” That was an alliance which worried Simon very much. Were the Cobweb funding Odette’s expedition on Vouivre’s behalf to find a miasma crystal? “She will keep me informed. It’s likely the War Party will begin to besiege Marthrone and Frightwall soon.”

“After which they will likely fight this dragon warlord for supremacy,” Duchar noted. “What a familiar turn of events. I do not care much for politics, but this feels like the Reformation come again.”

“What will you do, Simon?” Hector asked. “Will you pick a side?”

“I cannot say yet. All will depend on how the ritual turns out.” Simon suspected that Louis and Lauriane would be quick to forgive his deceit if he showed up with a bound archfiend to help them fight Vouivre with, but everything his elder brother had done showed Simon he would be a terrible ruler for Endymion. “This war pales in comparison to our work.”

“I fear that Your Majesty may be more right than they know,” Duchar said between two bites.

Simon frowned. “How so?”

“I have been closely monitoring the increase in miasma potency and monster spawnings in the Darkwood.” Duchar wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. “Everyone in Whispermire must have noticed the phenomenon by now.”

“Monsters are becoming a problem for local farmlands,” Cassandra conceded. “Refugees from smaller villages have been flocking in lately.”

Simon nodded sharply. He was quick to put any newly discovered monster under his control, but he couldn’t be everywhere at once. He often found fields set ablaze by fiends or farmers slaughtered by a manticore by the time he arrived to deal with an emergency.

At least they now had access to a more powerful pool of monsters. Demonic treants like the late Carrock and animated mushrooms were becoming the norm rather than the exception when it came to vegetation, water elementals spawned from the swamp alongside demonic toadmen, and he had tamed a few manticores and smaller chimeras in the past week.

The surge of monsters had also thrown many locals into the cult’s arms, since Simon offered protection from both the monsters and growing miasma. Many refugees had been drawn to the organization for their own safety, though Simon and his allies were mindful to prevent any newcomers from delving too deeply into the Darkwood. He had the strong suspicion spies from the Cobweb or War Party might lurk in their midst.

“This is only the beginning,” Duchar said. “Besides the influx of new monsters, old ones will soon return out to join in on the chaos.”

“Old ones?” Simon’s blood froze in his veins. Was he implying…

“The Stone Muse and these Zodiac Fiends may be the most dangerous creatures the elves and spellcasters have sealed away over centuries, but they certainly are not the only ones,” Duchar pointed out. “My hometown uses a petrified half-demon ogre for a tourist landmark. If our theory that the approaching comet strengthens all miasma worldwide proves correct–”

“Then all these lesser creatures might gain the power to escape their imprisonment.” Simon’s hands tightened into fists. “How many will break out?”

“I cannot say. Most of these monsters will be too weak to break out on their own, even with the comet’s power, but if even a fraction manages to escape, adventurers will come in high demand soon enough.”

“It is not just monsters,” Cassandra noted grimly. “There has been another earthquake in Bujan three days ago.”

“There is almost one per month now,” Simon admitted. “And I know for a fact that the Doom sent entire islands flying into the sky, back when the comet last visited us…”

“I suspect its approach may have a negative impact on the network of manatrees and manalith veins running beneath the world’s crust.” As usual, Duchar sounded more curious than bothered. “I wonder what will happen once it arrives at last…”

Simon was asking himself the exact same question. The comet was a little less than two months away from appearing in the sky, and the entire world felt like an egg being slowly boiled over in anticipation of its arrival.

What would happen when it finally cracked?
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  A month and a half passed in relative peace. Simon split his time between Cassandra and his other duties, like a married man dedicating his days to work and his evenings to his wife.

He spent weeks perfecting his spells and experimenting further with his crafting. He assisted Duchar in completing the alchemical fire production and had their pots sealed in hermetically closed chambers across the Halls of the Minotaur. Should anything go wrong, a single use of his Lord of the Demon Castle would cause the entire Dungeon to turn into a funeral pyre for its corrupted manatree. Simon hoped he wouldn’t have to resort to this, but he would rather cover all his bases.

His alchemical experiments were going well too. He could reliably create sentient slimes bound to his will using materials from the Darkwood, alongside alchemical fire, poison, and buffing potions. The Paladin Crestone’s constant attempts at escaping his Inventory greatly complicated things, but he had quite the supply of items to call upon in a pinch.

Otherwise, attempts at coaxing out more information from Satine’s soul proved near useless. Duchar tried to bind her to a wand like he did with Lorimor, but her spirit held sufficient willpower to resist attempts to interrogate her. Duchar mentioned that a high Charisma stat influenced resistance to mental control or magical effects, and that Cleric Vassals Classes usually had plenty of those. They were more or less stuck unless Simon fed her soul to someone like Gourmand, who was unavailable anyway. He would keep the gem on him until he and Duchar figured out a way to extract her knowledge.

Days faded into weeks that nearly lulled him into complacency. The fourth sacrifice would be a believer willingly martyred, and they had no shortage of candidates. So many cultists put themselves forward as volunteers when Simon informed them one needed to perish in the Muse’s name to save Whispermire that they had to run something of a contest just to pick one. In the end, it was Dorian—that sacrifice-obsessed creep—that the Muse picked for the Winter Solstice.

News from the outside world continued to trickle in. Odette had begun exploring the Uyo jungle with the Cobweb’s help and would report to Simon as soon as they located Rhapta. The War Party had reached Marthrone and had begun to besiege it while Lord Paimon was pinned down trying to retake the Berwick Islands and Norbelle repelled all the way back to Cocagne. Everyone was talking about how this ‘War of the Triad’ would end soon, that Louis would soon defeat Euphemia and climb over Vouivre’s corpse to reunite the empire. They were probably right.

All was eerily quiet… until that fateful night between the 26th and 27th of Frimaire, a few weeks short of this reign’s first anniversary.

The night when the Black Comet showed up in the sky to bring the world to ruin.



It began with a dream of the Dark.

He dreamed of drifting stars in a cold sea of black ink, of baleful lights dancing across an alien sky. He dreamed of a great serpent coiling around a dark figure, eating its own tail into an eternal symbol of renewal and infinity. He dreamed of a woman in shining armor looking upon a great black dragon from atop a silver spire and weeping tears of blood, for she knew her people and land would burn. He saw his father striding across mountains of corpses, laughing to himself in maniacal conquest. He saw the man Elios Magnos had been and the lich he would become, past and future becoming one. He saw trees shake under the hooves of a great centaur with vicious horns and a great bow whose every arrow he fired drew a scream from the hunted. Men, women…

Odette’s.

Her final wail woke him the same way Shabram’s demise had done in previous reigns, with Simon nearly falling off the bed and waking up Cassandra next to him. “Simon?” his lover asked with concern. “Simon, what’s going on?”

“I…” Simon looked up to the window, a chill traveling down his spine. “I feel it on my skin.”

He sensed something warming up the Dark within him, like bright sunlight nourishing blooming summer flowers. A force that filled him with otherworldly vigor and cleansed his body of fatigue.

It was a mere shadow of the immense surge of strength that had allowed him to break the elves’ seal back in his Valne reign, or rather, an appetizer of the flood to come.

“I think I do too,” Cassandra whispered, a frown forming on her face. “Something in the air…”

“Something in the sky,” Simon replied as he moved towards the nearest window and looked through it.

It was there, blazing across the heavens; a bright purple mote surrounded by a ring of fire and whose crimson trail faded into the darkness. Its radiance eclipsed that of any star. Its glow magnified that of the Archer’s constellation it had begun to cross, heralding the beginning of the Zodiac Parade.

The Black Comet had come at last.

A tremor suddenly shook the house as if to herald the disasters to come. Simon looked down to see cracks spreading across the nearby street, followed by a telepathic howl of triumph.

“Rejoice, Beloved!” the Stone Muse sang with boundless joy. “I am watered, fed and strengthened! The Dark’s power courses my gnarled branches and wriggling roots!” 

Her roots?

Simon finally realized why tremors had shaken the world. The manatrees’ roots formed a network beneath the world’s crust that stretched across seas and continents, to the point that the Green Mother could learn of events happening an ocean away. They formed a vast network of fossilized manaliths seeding the earth with magic.

The Black Comet’s power had brought a great imbalance to this stable equilibrium, destabilizing the manaliths in a way that had thrown islands flying into the sky during the Doom.

The earthquake was thankfully brief and less intense than the one that followed the third sacrifice, but many frightened locals had been woken up. They poured into the streets and caught sight of the comet, pointing fingers and gasping at this dark miracle that would illuminate the sky for a whole year. No doubt many doomsayers would begin to preach in the wake of this incredible event.

“Duchar!” Simon telepathically called out to his retainer. “Duchar, are you and Hector safe?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the warlock answered. “The Halls shook a bit, but it was thankfully more worry than harm. Our enchantments held.”

“Good. Good…” Simon stared at the Darkwood, whose shroud of miasma seemed to have thickened. “What of the seal? Has it shattered? Do we need to proceed with the back-up plan?”

“Thankfully not.” Simon suppressed a sigh of relief at the news. “I believe it should hold until the end of our ritual, though not too long after.” 

So the Muse would escape soon after the comet’s arrival if Simon didn’t intervene. The Minotaur being sixth in the Zodiac Parade led him to believe she would break out then, but it seemed she could do so months early on her own. Not good.

And that dream of Odette… she was dead, he was sure of it. He had felt her last moments through the Brand of Sloth. Same as with Lorimor, whose corpse had followed her to Uyo. The memory of that monstrous centaur bowman’s shadow flared in his mind. Simon only had to take a look at the constellations above his head to figure out what had likely happened.

The Archer Zodiac Fiend had woken up in Uyo, which meant the lost city of Rhapta almost certainly held its crystal.

“Shabram?” Simon called out to his spymistress. “Do you have agents in Uyo?”

“I had some, until Vouivre’s takeover forced them to either flee or hide,” she replied almost instantly. Simon detected a hint of fear in her voice beneath her usual composure. Although he had warned her of the comet’s arrival, seeing it with her own eyes was probably something else altogether. “Does Your Majesty need spies there?”

“Yes. I suspect a great evil has risen there, something that threatens us all. I had ears on the ground, but I just lost contact with them.” Shabram took a moment to answer, which took Simon aback. “Is something the matter?”

“I will do what I can, but Prince Louis had me focus most of my resources on the Church Party and Marthrone in preparation for its siege,” she replied. “Moreover… I had to isolate myself and avoid direct interaction with multiple agents to avoid catching the Rageplague sweeping through the shifter population, which causes complications.”

“The Rageplague?” Had they finally given a name to that rabies-like disease infecting the shifters? “The Brand of Gluttony I bestowed upon you should protect you from any disease.”

“I have faith in Your Majesty’s gift, but this disease has overcome individuals with items and Classes that should have protected them. Lady Lauriane is currently studying victims at the Goetia Research Center and believes this may be a supernatural affliction rather than a typical plague.”

“A supernatural affliction?” Simon squinted. “An artificial one?”

“Most probably, and though I suspect the Church Party created it, I have not been able to identify its source. Considering the risk it might affect me and cripple my intelligence apparatus, I thought it wiser to limit any risk of exposure.” 

“Yes… I understand.” Simon made a mental note to investigate the source of this Rageplague in the future, either in this reign or the next. “Take care of yourself and keep me informed as things develop. I am almost done with my work in Whispermire.”

“And then, Your Majesty? Will you retake Frightwall?”

Shabram sounded almost hopeful when she asked that, and why wouldn’t she be? This reign had shown Simon just how terrible life would become in Endymion without an Overlord to keep the peace. Balzam Magnos had constructed a house of cards he alone could keep from collapsing in on itself.

He would have to find a way to keep the peace between the political parties in a future reign. Too many lives would be lost otherwise, and only the likes of Vouivre or hostile powers would profit from the chaos.

“You will see soon enough,” Simon replied before cutting off the telepathic communication. Everything would be decided in the coming days.

“Are my father and brother alright?” Cassandra asked after putting the bedsheet on to hide her nakedness and joining him at the window.

“Yes, they are,” Simon replied as she took his arm, her tail slithering around his leg. They looked up to the sky together. “Quite the frightful sight, don’t you think?”

“Is it? I find it beautiful.” Cassandra rested her head on his shoulder, her eyes focusing on the comet’s tail. “It is appeasing.”

Although that sounded disturbing… Simon felt the same. Perhaps it was the Overlord in him basking in the rising of the Dark, or the sinister beauty of the comet itself, but he found something mesmerizing about it. A strange mix of awe, fascination, and the comfort of familiarity swelled within his heart.

Familiarity? Simon wondered as he stared at the great harbinger of destruction above him, this Second Doom. Why does it feel familiar?

Why did it feel like home?



Four days of darkness followed all the way up to the Winter Solstice.

The comet’s arrival resulted in a surge of new monster spawnings in the Darkwood, but they remained weak enough that Simon could force them to heel. He ensured that no troublesome incident would reach the War Party’s ears to ensure they remained focused on their own conflict and didn’t feel any threat would befall the Goetia Research Center.

To his surprise, the comet’s arrival didn’t result in massive worldwide catastrophes all of a sudden. The earth didn’t shatter beneath his feet, the skies didn’t spit fire, and while reports of monster sightings or related incidents remained common, those had become the norm by now. The horrific disaster he had witnessed in Valne seemed like a far away nightmare.

At least, until he received news from Uyo.

“Uyo…” Simon struggled to find his words when Shabram reported to him again. “Split off from the continent?”

“Yes,” Shabram confirmed, sounding shaken. “Our airships said the earth split apart across many miles, and water flooded in to create a growing river separating Uyo from the mainland. The earthquakes and floods caused immense damage, with a death toll that is likely… unfathomable.”

Uyo and its jungles covered nearly a sixth of the eastern continent. What kind of cataclysmic force did it take to dislocate such a massive piece of land from the rest?

“Any info on what’s happening there?” Simon inquired.

“No. Flocks of wyverns and monsters assaulted our recon airship when they attempted to cross the new river, and we have lost contact with settlements there… if they are even still in one piece.”

Was that the result of the Archer archdemon awakening from the comet’s power? Did its mere presence cause the earth itself to expel Uyo so the creature would be trapped in a monster-infested island? If so, then what would happen to areas housing the other Zodiac Fiends?

Simon had escaped the elven seal when the comet reached the Serpent-Bearer constellation, so nearly twelve months into the Zodiac Parade. The Second Doom wouldn’t be a sudden apocalypse, but a year-long series of escalating disasters that would bring civilization to its knees.

He needed to interrogate the Minotaur, to learn how to stop this terrible cataclysm or at least mitigate the impact.

Realizing an earthquake more terrible than any other beforehand would strike the region once the Stone Muse finally escaped her prison, Simon had his cult and patsies evacuate most of Whispermire in the preceding day towards the more remote farmlands. His followers had basically taken control of the town by now, so the order encountered little resistance.

And the fateful date finally arrived.

On the night of the Winter Solstice, Simon gathered his followers in the Muse’s sanctum to witness the final ceremony. Hundreds of hooded cultists, gargoyles, fiends, toadmen, walking plants, and other creatures had gathered today to celebrate the Muse’s freedom and Whispermire’s salvation.

All except for two.

“Is everything ready, Duchar?” Simon asked his retainer through telepathy.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Then proceed.” Simon glanced at the audience of monsters and masked men surrounding him. “They are already there.”

It would be all about timing.

Grimm and Gregory began to play drums while a chorus of wraiths appeared to sing an ominous dirge to open up the ceremony. Dorian the cultist was chained to the altar with much fanfare from the sacrifice himself.

“I can’t believe I was chosen!” he rejoiced once Simon stepped forward with the black sacrificial spike. “It is a dream come true!”

“Yes indeed,” the Stone Muse concurred with glee, her haunting voice sharper than ever before. “At long last, liberty is at hand! Freedom’s spoils shall be mine and these rattling chains unbound! 

“Your bravery and dutiful spirit shall be long remembered and honored, oh faithful soul,” Simon complimented Dorian before turning to their audience. “Now kneel before the chosen, and sing the Lady’s praise!”

The cultists and monsters alike obeyed the order, their knees hitting the ground in a rising echo. Words of devotion and murmurs of obedience rose into the room, tremors shaking the walls and lightning coursing through the air. The entire sanctum trembled as its shadows lengthened and the seal of stone holding the Muse prisoner began to mar and crack.

“Great trapped fiend, accept this final gift, sacrificed on freedom’s altar,” Simon chanted as he raised the spike high. “A true believer willingly martyred, to celebrate the Winter of Liberation!”

The sanctum immediately fell into chaos.

Three, nay, four cultists all rushed at the altar without warning from all directions, screaming and flashing daggers. Simon quickly repelled them with a Chaos Wave to save his prize, only for Dorian’s heart to explode on its own.

An invisible blade tore into his chest and killed him instantly, right as the echo of a cackling laughter echoed through cracked stone.

A flash of baleful, unholy green light filled the room and the universe howled with an ear-piercing scream. The walls burned with arcane symbols, and the sky outside the Halls of the Minotaur thundered with lightning. All of time seemed to slow down to a crawl for an instant as if the forces of magic themselves held their breath.

Then the seal shattered.

The stone that gave the Muse her cruel name exploded into a massive cloud of dust that spread across the room with such force as to toss almost the entire audience off their feet and onto their backs. Waves of poisonous spores filled the room with the stench of rot and death, while a dark cackle of triumph silenced the cult’s song. A flow of notifications warning him of suppressed poison and disease ailments flashed in front of Simon’s eyes.

He turned and faced the Muse.

She had emerged from the seal restored in all of her horrible majesty, an eerie creature merging the dark beauty of a corrupted dryad with the foulness of a demon. Her upper body was that of a beautiful woman with lustrous purple skin, full breasts, lascivious features, and a face gifted with golden eyes. The black miasma crystal of the Minotaur pulsated on her forehead, where two great bull horns grew out of cascading hair of mycelium and lichen.

The lower part of her body, however, looked far less appealing. A pulsating mound of rotting fungi grew from her hips down alongside tentacled roots blooming with poisonous vines, fanged carnivorous flowers, and tumorous bulbs. The very earth shook from both her weight and the tremors that followed her unshackling. All of her mouths opened all at once to utter two simple words with the singing voice of a woman and the deep howl of a monstrous demon.

“I live!”

And as her words echoed into the sanctum and her audience bowed to their reborn goddess, Simon felt a rush of power course through his veins. Almost as much experience as he received from his share in slaying Frea and Alphonse, rewarding him for both the ritual’s completion and his true secret triumph.
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Simon glanced at the invisible figure near the altar, whose outline was now caked in dust and spores. He had grown familiar enough with her body shape to recognize her even before she opened her mouth.

“Muse of the woods, your freedom for a wish I trade,” Silk said, her dagger still red with Dorian’s blood. “You shall serve the Prince of Spiders and Cobweb in all things for all eternity.”

Simon suppressed a smirk.

The Muse squinted in brief confusion at the invisible woman, a faint and wicked smile stretching across on her pale lips.

“You have messed up somewhere, child. Your words bind me not, and I shall suffer orders from no peasant." Her gaze lingered on Simon. “Nor any lord, Overlord or otherwise.”

“Oh? You wish to divorce me so soon, Beloved?” Simon scoffed at the sudden and entirely expected betrayal. He glanced at the cultists he had knocked down before. He supposed the monsters had been too cowed by Unquestioned Ruler to dare backstab him. “No doubt those traitors were yours, deluded fools eager to gain your favor?”

“And reward them for their faith I shall.” The Muse raised her hand at him. “Did you truly think I would let you enslave me without a fight?”

“Yes,” Simon replied bluntly.

“Then you will die a fool. Tera–” The Muse’s voice died in her throat, her magic fizzling out in her hand. A look of disbelief and terror chased away her arrogance. “What?”

Simon burst out laughing.

It was a dark laugh of pure malice and triumph, so cold that demons and cultists alike seemed troubled to hear it. Silk’s own body language betrayed her unease, and the Muse’s aristocratic sneer turned into concern.

“You feel it, don’t you, Beloved? The chains on your soul that shall drag you plummeting into the Abyss if you disobey me?” Simon taunted the Muse before pointing a finger at Silk. “Now, catch that gutter trash.”

The enslaved Muse was compelled to wave her hand at Silk, whose hand immediately reached into a dust-covered pocket in the blink of an eye. She disappeared a second before vines burst out of the ground and nearly entrapped her.

“A teleportation gem?” Simon cursed and immediately contacted Duchar. “The Cobweb disabled your anti-teleportation wards or found a way to bypass them. Overhaul them once we’re done here.”

“As Your Majesty wishes. Hector and I shall be on our way to the sanctum soon.”

“As for you four,” Simon said, his gaze lingering on the four cultists who had tried to kill Dorian ahead of schedule and free their mistress. “Your dead friend will be a lesson in faithfulness; and yours, one in betrayal.”

“Wait!” one of them, whose voice Simon recognized as that of Edward, attempted to beg for his feeble life. “Wait, master, plea–”

Simon activated their Brands, draining them of their lifeforce. Their screams echoed out into the sanctum, startling the humans in the audience and delighting the monsters. He sucked the life out of those traitors dry until they turned to dust in empty hoods and clothes.

“I do not understand…” the Muse muttered to herself.

“Did you think your foolish attempt to betray me would work?” The only surprise was that the Cobweb and the Muse plotted behind his back independently rather than together. “The Seasonal Key ritual demands a sacrifice of a believer willingly martyred, and that is all. It doesn’t say it had to be on this altar, or even in this room.” Simon waved his hand at the audience. “All of this is a mere pomp.”

“It had to be here!” The Muse all but shrieked. “Here, at my altar!”

“Yes, your altar. Any of your altars. Like a stone slab in a morgue dedicated to you at the last second, bathed in the blood of a cultist sacrificed five minutes before our dearly departed Dorian.” Simon heard footsteps ascending up into the sanctum and glanced at the stairs. Duchar walked up alongside his son and a new undead cultist with a hole in his chest. “Did you bring it, Duchar?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Duchar presented the Muse with the thirty-five-page contract that now bound her. “Here is the document I have wished for you to abide by as a reward for completing the final sacrifice.”

“We paid several lawyers to draft this. They were very thorough in covering all possible loopholes and clarifying our intentions to leave you with as little wriggle room as possible.” Simon moved to nonchalantly sit on his black throne. “In short, it prevents you from harming me and compels you to obey any of my orders for all eternity.”

The silence in the audience was finally broken by the familiar laughter of Grimm and Gregory, followed by the creaking of the Muse’s teeth grinding against each other.

“You… you wicked…” The Muse choked in outrage, disbelief, and impotent anger. “You rotten little… from the start… from the first day, you plotted this treachery!”

“Haven’t you heard of that piece of timeless wisdom, Beloved?” Simon dispelled his Fiendmask and revealed his armor for all of his followers to see. “Even demons should beware of bartering with the Overlord.”
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  The Muse’s freedom spelled Whispermire’s demise.

Simon had foreseen that there would be a disaster following her escape from the seal, but he had underestimated its sheer scale. He had anticipated a quake or something conventional, while missing a more insidious possibility.

A dryad was the soul of her manatree, and the Darkwood’s one had finally resumed its natural lifecycle after centuries of interruption. It gorged itself on all the wayward souls lost in its miasma, on all the pain and memories of hundreds of thousands victims. Energy stored across centuries of stunted growth was suddenly released into the tree.

And thus it bloomed.

Simon could only observe the ongoing madness with horror through his throne room’s crystal ball. Black flowers had appeared all over its branches and its roots had spread all across the region, tearing apart hills and houses in a tide of hungry wood. This unchecked growth caused tremors and quakes that could be felt all the way from the Halls of the Minotaur. The Darkwood expanded outward until it swallowed Whispermire and its surrounding farmlands in minutes, bathing them in massive quantities of poisonous miasma.

“Help us, Lord Belias!” “My children can’t breathe!” “They’re buried alive!” “The miasma caught up to us, please help!”

A flow of telepathic messages continued to buzz in Simon’s mind at such a frantic rate he had to focus to even think. Each of them felt like a dagger to the heart, doubly so since his plan to evacuate Whispermire was swiftly turning into a fiasco. His people’s efforts to leave the city for the countryside simply meant it took half an hour for the Darkwood to reach them rather than minutes.

His cult might have been in control of Whispermire, but it only covered a fraction of the population, and not all of them had been blessed with Brands of Gluttony to avoid possible discovery. This meant most of the population had no protection against miasma’s poisonous effects.

This was a disaster.

“Stop this!” Simon commanded the Muse. “Stop this madness right now!”

“I… cannot…” the Stone Muse hissed, black veins straining beneath her skin. “This is… my nature… all I can do is… redirect the miasma…”

“Then do it!” Simon ordered sternly. “Create breathable hollows for my followers and keep the miasma away from the Goetia Research Center.”

“I fear nothing short of burning down the miasma tree will halt its blooming, Your Majesty,” Duchar warned him with his usual detachment. He had spent the last few hours or so constantly casting analysis spells to better understand the process. “It is catching up on several lost centuries of growth in mere hours.”

“The Darkwood will engulf half of Magvolia at this rate,” Hector rasped.

Maybe all of it once the comet crosses the Minotaur constellation and empowers the Muse further, Simon thought grimly. The sheer scale of the chaos and death toll weighed heavily on him. Thousands are dying. 

Simon telepathically commanded his cultists to lead the survivors to pockets of air safe from miasma, but he knew in his heart that most were already condemned. The Muse’s return would be paved with so many corpses.

There was no way the War Party wouldn’t react to this sudden threat either. A fleet of airships might be on their way to bombard the Darkwood as they spoke. Simon had mentally contacted Shabram to serve as an intermediary and sent gargoyle messengers west, asking for a peaceful meeting and promising his support against Euphemia, but he had no idea whether Lauriane and Louis would listen or even believe him. Could they even establish communications in time?

This won’t stick, Simon told himself to assuage his guilt. This will all go away. One day, I will wake up with the tools to stop this. I will soon have the knowledge I need to prevent this disaster from ever happening again.

This had to be worth the cost. It had to.

Thankfully, there was some cause for rejoicing amidst all this nonsense. Simon looked up from his crystal ball to see a familiar, loving face ascending up the sanctum’s stairs.

“So this is the Halls of the Minotaur,” Cassandra noted as she looked around, her fellow witches following in her wake with Nora carrying a magical lantern in hand. She smiled at Simon and her family. “I am glad to see you safe and sound, Simon. I had feared I would find this place in ruins, with you alone among the ashes.”

“As you can see, your fears were unwarranted,” Simon replied upon greeting her. “The Halls of the Minotaur will become a much better place to live with you in it.”

“Thank you kindly.” Cassandra spotted the Muse and honored her with a respectful bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you, milady.”

Her kindness was wasted on the Muse. “You treacherous priestess, a false friend you have been.” She then glared at Simon. “I can smell his scent on you, bedwarmer. Even his promises of bliss and union were lies.”

“Says the creature who intended to betray her liberator from the very beginning rather than hold up her end of the bargain,” Simon replied scornfully. How could such an ancient and powerful being be so petty? “You lost. Accept your defeat with grace.”

“There has to be a loophole,” the Muse replied, clearly not taking the hint. “I will study the contract until I find a flaw, overlooked and deadly.”

“You don’t have enough time to waste, Beloved.” Simon turned to the demons and cultists in the room. “Clear the sanctum.”

The dust left behind by the four treacherous cultists in the room did wonders for discipline, and everyone except the Muse and the Honorius family left the throne room. This would be for the better. Gaining control over the Muse’s power was secondary to compelling her to answer questions too important for minions to overhear.

“I need answers you alone can provide,” Simon said. “I have waited for them long enough.”

“I will tell you no–” A surge of pain coursed through the Muse, the mere thought of disobedience punished by the contract and replaced with meek obedience. “What do you wish to learn, Beloved?”

“I am not talking to you, Muse. Not yet, at least.” Simon glared at the miasma crystal embedded in her forehead. “Answer your master’s call, Minotaur.”

The Muse stared at him for a moment, her expression torn by incomprehension. Her face twisted as she tried to make sense out of the request. Perhaps she had forgotten where the dryad ended and where the demon began after sharing their essence for four centuries.

But then the fiend answered.

The Muse was wracked with pain as the crystal in her forehead shone with a baleful, otherworldly orange glow. The dryad screamed in agony in a way that caused Cassandra and even Simon himself to wince in brief sympathy, followed by disquiet as her skull morphed and changed in the most hideous of ways. Her face ripped open along her nose like two halves of a mask sliding away to reveal another visage beneath; one without beauty nor any hint of humanity.

“I just had the longest of dreams,” said a deep and terrible voice.

The creature whose face had emerged from the Muse’s bore its title of Minotaur well. Two great bull horns each capable of skewering a man whole framed a demonic visage of exposed white bone and purple flesh. Orange glowing eyes radiated evil over a maw of sharp dagger fangs.

“I dreamed of you, wicked knight,” the archfiend said with a voice that echoed in both the sanctum and inside Simon’s own skull. “I dreamed that we were one, casting this world into discord… your father’s blood dripping down our horns and watering our mouth with joy.”

The same feeling of longing that had taken Simon over when he first saw the Muse briefly returned; the sensation that the crystal called out to him, that it had been made for him, and his destiny had always been to join with it since he was born under the Minotaur’s stars. It didn’t last long before Indomitable Crown cancelled out the effect, but Simon could see that Cassandra seemed slightly unnerved by the crystal upon feeling its call. Simon took her hand into his own, his touch drawing her out of her trance.

He is rather verbose for an archfiend… and intelligent too, Simon thought. He had half-expected a savage personality similar to the creatures his constellation took its name from, but the Minotaur Zodiac Fiend sounded ancient, almost wise. This is no bull-headed brute. I'd better tread carefully, even with the contract. 

Moreover, that dream of his… was it a previous reign? Did the Minotaur receive flashes of past possibilities like Simon had dreamed of his father’s various deaths?

“You remember it, don’t you? That dream of what should have been.” A black tongue slithered between the demon’s fangs. “It was foretold that you would come here to merge thy spirit and flesh with mine. You would have shattered my chains, and I would have freed you in ways you cannot fathom. We would have been magnificent together.”

Simon recalled that his father’s list of deaths explicitly excluded Simon from Zodiac Fiend-related deaths. Considering how his mother had taken him close to Magvolia in his youth, he must have ended up meeting the Minotaur more than once.

What does that say of me? Simon thought grimly. That I had the potential to become the Paladin in one reign, and to sell my soul to a demon for revenge in another? 

“That possibility is long past.” Simon could feel the possessive revulsion of the Overlord’s spirit inside him, like a dragon breathing smoke at a thief approaching too close to its hoard. “I can tell my Class would not allow such a union. We’ve met too late, I’m afraid.”

“Yes… yes, I know that.” The demon let out what could pass for a sigh of sorrow. “Mardok cheated me once again. He stole you from me, corrupted you as he corrupted this entire world and cast its future into darkness.”

Was he aware of the reigns? Or could he simply sense that something was wrong with the timeline?

“Fascinating,” Duchar muttered, having spent minutes looking at the spot where the Muse’s face turned into the Minotaur’s own. “It is my first time seeing a demon and its host forcefully coexisting without merging. Do you have to take turns, or does your host suppress you unless forced to relinquish control?”

“This tree is a prison,” the Minotaur lamented. “I have dreamed for so long, trapped between the past and the future, reaching out for one without ever reaching either. The chains you put on us dragged me out of my slumber for a time, but I will soon fade away again. This is torture, for both my host and myself. Our spirits ache to join, but there are bleeding wounds where our minds should meld together.”

A brief flash of compassion flared in Cassandra’s eyes. Only she could feel empathy for a sealed demon. “What is your name, great archfiend?”

“I am Asterion, the Minotaur. The spinner of the wheel of death and rebirth, he who presides over cycles of violence.” The Minotaur turned his loathsome gaze onto Cassandra. “You too could become my soulmate. What is it that you seek, daughter of demonkind? Immortality? A loved one’s rebirth? Life and death are mine to command.”

“Do not dare,” Hector threatened upon drawing his axe. “Or I will chop your wooden vessel low…”

“The contract prevents you from touching her without my say-so,” Simon reminded him. He and Duchar had covered their bases. “Stay in your place, Asterion, unless you want an early return trip to the Abyss.”

“I wouldn’t mind merging with him, Simon,” Cassandra replied with far too much aplomb for the situation. “If we could free the Muse and have the contract transferred over to me, I could help you both.”

“It would be a most wonderful experiment, my daughter, but I would advise caution,” Duchar decided. “This entity is clearly a unique fiend unlike any others I have ever encountered. It warrants further study and observation before practical study.”

“Father, sister…” A rather aghast Hector shook his head. “You cannot be serious… this is madness.”

“You are being far too hasty with this,” Simon agreed, glaring at the Minotaur. “Try to deceive us at your own peril.”

The demon’s eyes dimmed. “It doesn’t matter,” he said with a quieter voice all of a sudden. “None of this matters.”

“What do you mean?” Cassandra asked, a frown on her face.

“This universe is…” Asterion hesitated on the word a moment. “Wrong. I can feel it. A wrongness… and you are at the center of it all.” He glanced at Simon with an emotion he didn’t think an archfiend could be capable of: unease. “What have you done to the world, Simon?”

Simon’s spine stiffened as he sensed phantom fingers on his throat. His hand reached out to his neck and found nothing, yet he continued to feel an ominous, invisible presence pressing against his skin.

“Simon?” Cassandra asked upon sensing his unease. “Is something wrong?”

This is like that time, Simon thought as he recalled his second reign, when he had made the mistake of mentioning the reigns to Lauriane. The memory of invisible hands suffocating him to death remained vivid in his mind nearly a dozen loops later. Not a death sentence… a warning.

Asterion could sense the reigns, or at least their impact on reality. He couldn’t understand the truth, but he was getting close enough to risk triggering the Crimson Throne’s failsafe. It was warning Simon to either silence the archdemon if it got too close to figuring out all or suffer the consequences.

“Wrongness?” Duchar inquired, unable to suppress his curiosity. “Could you elaborate?”

Simon had to change the subject now before he wasted this reign.

“I require other and more urgent answers, Duchar,” Simon said sternly as he quickly moved on to some of his many questions. “Was Mardok one of you? A Zodiac Fiend? What even are you?”

“We are lords of the Abyss, the tears of the great Abraxas,” Asterion replied calmly. Simon immediately felt the pressure on his neck vanish once the conversation moved away from the time-loop. “Thirteen we were, children of the darkness between our stars.”

“Abraxas?” Duchar inquired, not recognizing the name. “Is that the comet’s name?”

“That is what your elven astrologers called it when we graced this world, two revolutions past,” Asterion replied, his eyes glancing at the comet’s glow. “Our crystals were born of it; shards called down to this world by those who stared into the sky and reached out to us with their fears, giving us shape and reason.”

“You are fragments of the comet?” Simon quickly put two and two together. “The comet is a miasma crystal?!”

The true horror of the situation quickly dawned on him. Simon finally realized why monsters and miasma were growing rapidly all across the world; the same reason why a small crystal of his own creation could steadily transform an entire temple or castle into a monsters’ den.

The comet Abraxas was turning the entire planet into a Dungeon.

“I never imagined there existed a crystal of such size and purity that mere shards could spawn archdemons,” Duchar muttered to himself, his eyes gleaming with excitement. He pulled out a piece of paper from inside his sleeve and began to write down notes. “Where did it come from? Since when has it existed? Was this comet born from the Dark itself, or the final remnant of a lost world destroyed by magic?”

“I do not know,” the Minotaur answered honestly. “I gained purpose when men looked at the stars that gave me life with fear, and remember nothing of what came before. Perhaps I am the demon of the constellation drawn from the Abyss by mortal desires, or the embodiment of mortal dread and nightmares given shape by Abraxas’ glow. I do not care either way. I know what I am and what I was born for… or at least, I used to.”

Simon scowled. “And what is your purpose?”

“To cast this world into bloodshed and discord.” Of course, what else should Simon have expected? “I am the archfiend of cycles. Of passing seasons, of life and death, of war and endless violence.” Strangely enough, he uttered those words not with pride, but weariness. “But I have dreamed for so long… it all seems so pointless now. I do not know if there is a point to despoiling a world so ruined.”

His imprisonment has ground him down, Simon thought. The contract compelled Asterion to speak the truth, so he was genuinely exhausted. Let’s hope the other Zodiac Fiends will be in the same boat, though somehow I doubt we’ll be so lucky. 

Come to think of it, was Asterion’s ability to sense the reigns the result of his unique domain over cycles or something all the other Zodiac Fiends shared? Simon had to find out the answer, if only to ensure the other archdemons wouldn’t adapt to his actions.

“Do all Zodiac Fiends seek destruction?” Cassandra asked, her enthusiasm suddenly lessened. Simon guessed that she was now finding the prospect of merging with a demonic warmonger far less appealing.

“No,” the Minotaur replied, much to Simon’s surprise. “We are each an island bound by our whims’ tides. Others seek to rule, to revel, or to hunt and destroy. The Maiden would rather be worshiped, to blind mortals with the light of adoration, when I only ever sought solitude.”

“Then maybe some demons could be open to negotiation?” Cassandra suggested hopefully, her head turning to Simon. “Some of them might be reasoned with.”

Simon somehow found it an unlikely prospect, especially since the Noble Heroes had sealed them all away rather than attempt any form of coexistence. Even if some might be less destructive than others, the fact that their mere awakening caused cataclysmic devastation made them intrinsically dangerous to mortalkind.

“What about Mardok?” Simon inquired. “Was he your leader? The thirteenth and strongest Zodiac Fiend?”

The mere suggestion caused the Minotaur to give out a dark, spiteful grunt. “Mardok was a traitor. None of us acted against each other, for we were siblings born from the stars… except for that viper, who exceeded us all in cunning and wickedness.”

I knew it, Simon thought. “He helped the Heroes defeat and seal you, didn’t he?”

“Yes. He hid and walked among the mortals, secretly teaching our weaknesses to our enemies to ensure he alone would rule this world awash with evil.” Asterion glared at Simon’s shadow, as if he could see something unseen. “I sense an echo of him in you… alongside a foul dragon’s stench and the most rotten human heart I have ever heard beating.”

Simon’s hands clenched into fists. “Some part of them remains in their successor, don’t they? The same way Noble Crestones remember their past holders.”

“It is the nature of shadows to be drowned in deeper darkness. They have returned to the Dark, as we all shall.” Asterion’s eyes flickered. “I wonder… was that his goal from the start?”

“What was Mardok’s relationship with my ancestor, Elios Magnos?” Simon asked Asterion. “The Librarian? He was one of the heroes who sealed you, wasn’t he?”

“A traitor’s blood runs through your veins,” Asterion replied. “I dreamed of this man and the walking corpse he became. So full of fear and grief he was when I slew his comrades before his eyes and showered my horns in their guts. He called me many names when he sealed me away.”

“Yes, I figured you met on bad terms,” Simon deadpanned. “When and why did he leave the heroes to join Mardok?”

“I am not certain,” Asterion admitted. “When I awoke again, he had sworn allegiance to Mardok, shedding his humanity for withered undeath. They shoved me into this prison and then departed. My vessel might be able to tell you more.”

And Simon would be sure to ask, after confirming one last critical piece of information. “How can I destroy you and your fellow fiends?”

“That, I do not know… but it is possible,” Asterion confirmed warily, the contract compelling him to answer. “Your predecessors failed to shatter the crystals hosting our spirits many, many times, yet I sensed Mardok’s destruction centuries back. The shadow that follows your steps is but an echo of what once was.”

“So his crystal was permanently destroyed?” Simon pushed. “When? When Gargauth slew him, or earlier? Can you Zodiac Fiends survive without one?”

“I… I cannot say. Old yesterdays often blur together.” Asterion hesitated. “Why are you asking me this?”

Because Lauriane had pointed out that she could never find a miasma crystal of sufficient purity to channel a Dark Class. Simon was wondering if Mardok had somehow used his own to create the Overlord, sacrificing his own immortality for power.

Alas, it seemed Asterion didn’t know the answer to this question either, nor did he have any idea how Gargauth even managed to slay Mardok permanently.

“We are fears made manifest, the many voices of the Dark,” Asterion declared. “So long as the stars we draw our powers from remain, we will endure in one form or another.”

“If I understand correctly, your powers will reach their apex once the comet crosses into your constellation,” Simon pointed out. “What will happen to you then? To this land?”

“When Abraxas shines on the Minotaur, I shall shed this prison of bark and sap.”

Duchar immediately noticed a key detail. “Without a vessel of your own?”

“There would be no need for one,” Asterion replied wistfully. “Once Abraxas imbues me with its strength, I shall be able to manifest a new body shaped from miasma rather than feeble flesh. I will be truly reborn.”

Simon scowled as he recalled Elios Magnos’ statements that the Scorpion crystal could only tempt and entice for now, but that he would not interfere with its escape attempt. It simply wouldn’t matter if the Zodiac Fiend failed to find a host by that time. It would emerge in full, like it did in ancient times.

“Nonetheless, a powerful soulmate magnifies our strength,” Asterion said, his eyes staring at Cassandra with longing. “There are things we could do together that none of us can achieve alone.”

“Why me, Lord Asterion?” Cassandra inquired. “There are many who bear your sign. What makes me or Simon special to you?”

“Only mortals who have an affinity for the Dark in their souls can harmonize with my spirit. Those who bear the blood of demons or those you mortals call ‘visionaries’ can house my spirit too, so long as they bear my sign.”

Simon scowled. On one hand, it explained why the Muse had contacted so few people to serve as hosts in Whispermire. Cassandra had demon blood, Lorimor had likely stained his son with the Dark by mere proximity, and Simon descended from a visionary lich.

On the other hand, so did the entire Magnos bloodline. If a drop of visionary blood was enough, then all of Simon’s siblings—even Euphemia herself—could potentially become Zodiac Fiend hosts in the wrong circumstances.

That didn’t bode well for the world.

Could the comet produce more demons of the Zodiac Fiends’ strength? Or would it be far enough away from the planet that no new shards would reach the surface? Simon wondered if recovering some of those might let him create Dark-aligned Vassal Classes…

“Duchar, do we have any telescope powerful enough to observe the comet more closely?” Simon inquired immediately.

“I’m afraid not,” Duchar replied with a sigh. He sounded just as eager as Simon to observe this colossal miasma crystal up close, and just as frustrated by the lack of proper equipment. “The lenses we pilfered from His Late Majesty Balzam’s inheritance are insufficiently precise. I would have confirmed the comet’s true nature sooner otherwise.”

“Where could we find such a telescope then?”

Duchar gave it much thought. “The Church’s Lighthouse, mayhaps?” he suggested. “It is the heart of the Church of the Light’s astrological research. The country of Muse probably has one in storage, courtesy of the Crafter.”

Both of which were currently beyond their reach, to Simon’s frustration. He still made a mental note to investigate that in a future reign.

“Lord Overlord?” a gargoyle called out to him in his mind, drawing him out of his thoughts. “A fleet is flying at us from the west.”

Simon froze. “Airships from the Goetia Research Center?”

“Not just those.” The gargoyle sounded hesitant. “I think they have a dragon.”

A dragon? Vouivre? No, that didn't make any sense. She would never ally with the War Party and had been in Uyo, according to his latest information. Was that the same creature he had received sightings of in the past months?

Whatever the case, Lauriane wouldn’t dispatch such a force for mere negotiations. Either their entreaties had failed to reach or been disbelieved.

“A fleet is coming our way,” Simon warned his allies before looking at Asterion. “Let’s see if you were worth the trouble of freeing…”
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  Five airships had begun to rain fire down on the Darkwood’s western edge.

Simon could see the smoke in the sky all the way from the Halls of the Minotaur’s rooftop. The war machines had burned down the outer edge of the Darkwood and created a vast no man’s land of ashes and cinders to prevent its growth from reaching the Goetia Research Center. They then began to advance towards the corrupt manatree. They incinerated everything in their path without care or concern for any civilians trapped below with fire spell bombardments. Telepathic backlashes from dead cultists had continued to buzz in Simon’s mind since their arrival, and his gargoyle messengers sent to discuss terms had been killed on sight. Even light messages using imperial communication methods had been ignored.

They had come to destroy him and his realm, and they would not relent in their quest.

“They will reach us in less than an hour at this rate, Your Majesty,” Duchar pointed out.

And there’s still no sign of that dragon creature, Simon thought. Shabram had no information on the creature, much to her unease, though she confirmed that Lauriane had been working on creating special warbeasts at the Goetia Research Center to help turn the civil war’s tide. Even the spymistress had been kept away from that project and never managed to infiltrate it.

This was a rather big issue. Simon’s plan had been to establish communications with the War Party and share the intel he had obtained from Asterion with Lauriane so they could focus on the greater threat of the Zodiac Parade. He had hoped to turn the Muse’s power into an asset for House Magnos, perhaps optimally using her to secure a settlement with the Church Party.

Alas, this possibility was steadily growing more and more remote. Simon’s best bet for now would be to repel the War Party’s initial foray and capture the crews to use as intermediaries or hostages to open secure communications with Lauriane.

Failing that… failing that, he would take Asterion’s crystal and the Muse’s fruit, then bolt out of the region with Duchar, Cassandra, Hector, and any others he could bring along with him to another location. He didn’t really need to defend this area in particular now that the ritual was complete. As suboptimal as it would be, he could always rebuild his organization elsewhere.

Simon turned to his coven of witches. Cassandra and her fellows had been incantating for ten minutes around a crystal ball to cast a weather-altering spell that should hopefully delay the airships, but it had a long preparation time and required all their focus.

“Muse, it is time for you to show your might,” Simon informed the dryad. Asterion the Minotaur had returned back to the depths of her subconscious after informing them he couldn’t unleash his true power within his current host, but the Muse should remain a powerful being nonetheless. He had taken care to brand her as well to tighten his hold on her soul, which neatly confirmed even dryads weren’t immune to his abilities. “Stop their advance.”

The Muse grunted at the order, but followed through. She waved her hand in the airships’ direction, and the entire Darkwood acted in response.

The earth shook across the entire region as the manatree’s roots squirmed beneath the earth under the will of a singular, malevolent intelligence. The land split open beneath the ashen wasteland and a great tower of wood surged out of it.

Roots thicker than castle walls rose as high as mountains and reached out to the sky, catching one of the airships by surprise. They caught it in midair, seizing its engines and shattering its wings, before pulling it down to its doom. The machine crashed into the earth in a cataclysmic explosion that likely slew everyone onboard.

What power, Simon noted. The airships immediately spread out or ascended upwards as more roots surged out of the earth to try and catch them. Flaming bombardments only burned out the roots’ outer layers without truly halting them, and they soon caught a second airship.

Such displays of strength reminded him why the imperial army was trained to flee dryads on sight. Their control over their manatrees granted them the power of entire armies so long as they were within their forest’s borders; and since the Darkwood’s growth threatened to engulf all of Magvolia, the Muse could turn the entire country into an extension of herself.

Nonetheless, her roots could only extend so far and the rest of the airships had begun to gain altitude beyond her grasp. Flying closer to the Darkwood would have likely enhanced the strength and precision of their fire spells, but less power beat being violently dragged down to earth.

Their ascent soon met darkening skies and blowing winds. Pulses of magic erupted from Cassandra and her coven, reverberating through the Darkwood before spreading out for miles.

“Hailstorm,” the witches sang out as one.

The weather itself answered their command, with mighty winds blowing above the Darkwood all of a sudden. Dark clouds began to pelt the airships with heavy hail that battered their steel hull and wings. The higher their ascent, the harsher the experience.

That should slow them down for a bit, Simon thought. The War Party’s airships were now trapped between the roots below and terrible weather above. Simon telepathically deployed gargoyles, wraiths, and other flying monsters under Grimm and Gregory’s leadership to harass them on top of it. Still no sign of the dragon though. Is it flying too high for us to see, or moving undetected through the clouds? I don’t like this. 

Not to mention that there was another source of concern they had to deal with on top of the attack.

“Hector, protect your sister and ensure her coven isn’t disturbed,” Simon ordered. Cassandra’s weather spell would apparently remain in effect so long as she and the others could focus on it. “Duchar, Muse, come with me.”

The group walked up to the point where the Halls of the Minotaur’s roof met the manatree’s thick black bark. The lowest-hanging branch was within arm’s reach, alongside its prize.

Simon had never seen a manatree’s fruit before, and this one was quite the horrible sight. It reminded him of a beating heart of red flesh and blackened purple veins the size of a cart. It sucked life from its parent tree with each pulse, and its outer layer was so thick Simon could hardly see the strange, unborn shadow dwelling in its core.

“My beloved child…” the Muse said with longing, her hand caressing the fruit with what could pass for maternal love. “How long I have waited for your honored birth…”

“It would appear that Mardok’s guess was correct,” Duchar noted upon observing the fruit more closely. “This may be the first miasma tree’s seed in all of creation. A truly unique creature.”

“And one whose birth does not factor into my plans,” Simon decided. Besides the danger the fruit posed, the newborn dryad inside wasn’t bound by the Seasonal Key ritual. Having a second Muse potentially loyal to her bound mother was too much to deal with right now.

Simon opened his Inventory and summoned the Paladin Crestone. The wily item immediately slipped out of his hand and began to roll along on the ground, its radiance startling the Muse, but Simon quickly brought out an empty glass and trapped the runaway Noble Crestone underneath it.

“I know you hate me, Paladin spirit. That’s fine, I don’t like where my power comes from either.” The fact that he had to go through this ritual and vile acts to even level-up properly or get answers had only solidified Simon’s distaste for his own Class. “But I ask you to put that aside for now and help me do some good for once.”

He could have sworn the Paladin Crestone’s glow dimmed for a second. It was listening.

“There is an innocent soul in that fruit that the First Overlord wanted to twist into a monster,” Simon said, pointing at the fruit. “She’s not born yet, but she soon will be… unless you save her. If you have the power to purify her, then do so.”

“What?!” The Muse choked in impotent outrage. “You would deprive my daughter of the Dark’s embrace?!”

“I must say I believe this would be a waste of a unique creature,” Duchar said, though unlike the Muse he quickly rolled with the program. “However, confirming whether or not a Noble Crestone can counter the influence of a miasma crystal ought to prove interesting. The newborn dryad is unlikely to be a threat in her infant state either.”

“Quiet,” Simon said as he removed the glass and picked up the now cooperative Paladin Crestone. Its light had dimmed, and it didn’t burn Simon’s hand like it usually did. The Class indeed had a will of its own; one advanced enough to hear and consider even a non-wielder’s words.

Simon proceeded to press the Paladin Crestone against the corrupted manatree’s fruit. The Muse let out a wail of outrage and horror, only for the contract to silence her. She could only watch on as the Paladin Crestone slowly melded into the fruit. Its mere contacts caused the veins feeding it with miasma to ripple like oil pushed away by water. The Crestone entered the fruit and began to glow within it, purple smoke rising from the fruit in response.

“Is it working?” Simon asked Duchar.

“I think so,” Duchar replied after casting a handful of analysis spells. “The Crestone has started to purify the miasma back into mana, though whether or not that will be sufficient to eventually purify the unborn dryad remains to be seen.”

So far so good, Simon thought. He was cautiously optimistic about this whole venture. The fruit and Crestone should have shown a more violent reaction to the fusion if purification was truly hopeless. I wonder what Frea and Alphonse would have done had I not interfered in this reign… would they have tried to save this child too? 

“Why free me only to deny my daughter the Dark’s blessing?” the Muse rasped in incomprehension. “Which side are you on, Simon Magnos?”

“My own.” Simon met her gaze. “Speaking of sides, why did my ancestor betray you to Mardok?”

“My treacherous sisters said he had grown jealous of the elves’ immortality,” the Muse replied. “That he had foreseen his own death through his third eye, and that the Oracle could not change his fate. I think otherwise. He had finally seen the beauty of the Dark and how the Light blinded us.”

“So he went to Mardok and became a lich instead,” Simon guessed.

The Muse looked at him with contempt. “Who do you think taught your ancestor how to become an undead, beloved?”

“And the Oracle failed to foresee this?” Duchar asked with curiosity. “Quite strange.”

“The Light lightens the way to the future, but the almighty Dark blinds her,” the Muse replied with reverence. “It shrouds all in darkness everlasting.”

“She couldn’t see Mardok coming, even before he became the Overlord,” Simon said. Which raised many more questions. Could Anathemic Secrecy have been one of the demon’s abilities before it became an Overlord one?

Death drew him out of his thoughts.

The sudden murder of a dozen of his bound creatures all at once startled Simon, their pain echoing through their Brands; a demise so brutal they didn’t even send him a warning. It only took him seconds to pinpoint which minions had been wiped out.

“Gargoyle squad seven?” Simon called out to the survivors. “Gargoyle squad seven, what’s going on?” 

“Something is approaching us from above the clouds!” his minion replied with a voice laced with fear. “A drago–”

Simon felt the echo of the speaker’s sudden death in a final scream, then clenched his teeth and contacted his next line of defense. “Gregory, Grimm, the dragon wiped out gargoyle squad seven! Abandon the airships and intercept!”

“On it, Lord Overlord,” Gregory replied, only for his confidence to swiftly crumble into unease within a minute of catching up to the target. “What… what is that thing?!” 

“It’s not a dragon at all!” Simon heard Grimm all but screech in the back of his mind. “It’s a circus frea–”

Light pierced through the hailstorm clouds, a droning noise melding with the demons’ final screams.

This time, Simon could see exactly what had slain his minions: a mighty, fractal yellow beam of searing radiance that reduced everything in its wake to ashes. It set the sky alight and then the Darkwood below on fire.

“What the…” Simon nearly stumbled as a second beam hit one of the manatree’s outer branches, pulverizing its bark and exposing its purple, slimy, toxic sap. He briefly caught a glimpse of a colossal form flying past the clouds far above them. “Stop this!”

The Muse oozed with miasma and pointed her palm to the sky. “Terabolt!”

A massive lightning storm worthy of a Tier VII spell erupted from her fingers in seven massive bolts. They surged to the heavens, crossing the clouds… and failed to hit their target due to a lack of visibility.

“It is too high for my branches to reach, and I cannot see it,” the Muse complained, right as another beam hit her tree’s trunk. The attack only inflicted light burns when taking into account its size, but the fact that it managed to wound a manatree at all was a cause for concern.

Simon grunted in annoyance and summoned his phantom steed. “Then I’ll force the creature down,” he said upon climbing on his horse. “Muse, Duchar, stay and defend the manatree. Strike at this creature as soon as I bring it into range.”

Simon didn’t wait for his allies to respond and immediately had his steed take flight. The winds Cassandra summoned offered an excellent path for his mount to ride upon, the spectral beast racing through the heavens. Simon continued to cast buffing spells on himself during his ascent.

“Energumen. Shadowshield. Dark Saber.”

Simon found himself in a vast and tranquil expanse past the storm, in a sea of clouds only the highest of the manatree’s branches could reach.

The monster was flying less than three hundred feet from him in all of its horrible, mismatched glory.

The reports were wrong. It wasn’t a dragon; only half of one.

Simon immediately realized why the Goetia Research Center purchased so many monster parts from Whispermire during the past few months. The Alchemist Noble Class was known to be able to create obedient creatures and homunculi, but Lauriane had taken a novel approach when it came to flesh golems.

The monster flying towards them had four wings, two of them belonging to a red dragon and two others draped in feathers. Most of the torso was dragon-like too, as was the jaw, but the upper part of the skull was some kind of mechanical, horned helmet bolted into the monster’s bones. Its two arms ended in the living faces of two other creatures, some kind of giant white wolf and an elongated undead’s skull. The two legs and a scorpion-stinger tail belonged to a leonine manticore. Simon recognized those parts since Odette had shipped them on his behalf. The War Party’s symbol was tattooed on its neck alongside a series number, ‘066’, identifying it as the artificial warbeast it was.

It was huge too, roughly the size of Vouivre. Perhaps this abomination had been created for the express purpose of killing her.

“Destroy… tree…” it rattled from its enormous mouth, light building up in its belly and gullet. “Wipe out… enemy… destroy…”

That voice… Simon’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Casval?”

“Cas… val…” The name drew a brief reaction out of the creature, its head snapping in Simon’s direction. “Cas… val…”

Their gazes met for a brief instant, with Simon noticing two reptilian eyes staring at him through slits in the mechanical helmet. He sensed no intelligence within them; only a vague echo of something long gone, but he had died often enough at that reptile’s hands to recognize him. Dassein must have found Vouivre’s post-meal leftovers and shipped them to Lauriane, who had then filled in the holes with monster parts to create a new weapon.

“Casval…” The creature’s eyes lit up with pain and berserk rage. “Casval!”

The creature fired at him with a mighty roar.

Light poured out of the beast’s gullet in the form of a mighty beam which Simon’s steed barely managed to dodge at the last second. The beam surged across the horizon without hitting anything, but Simon could feel the sheer heat radiating from it dozens of meters away.

“Destroy…” the thing which had been Casval roared as it gave up its assault on the manatree and began to chase after Simon with all of its inhuman fury. Being reminded of what it had once been must have infuriated it to the point it completely shrugged off Dreadful Aura. “Destroy!”

“Fine,” Simon replied as he prepared to cast a spell. “Killing you again will be a pleasure.”

And for once, it would be by his own hands.

Casval began to pursue him across the sky, his phantom steed running as fast as a warhorse pursued by an elephant. Realizing that fighting a chimera-dragon in melee was suicide even with his buffs on, Simon opened hostilities by casting Mire to debuff his enemy’s vitality. Vile slimes materialized on Casval’s chest and eroded his scales, with Simon quickly following them up with a Megatox aiming at that exact spot. Poison seeped into the monster’s flesh and began to eat away at it.

“Elemental Shift,” Casval rasped with a monotone, emotionless voice, like a parrot repeating words he didn’t understand anymore. A purple aura briefly surrounded him without doing much otherwise, after which it lunged at Simon with all three of its heads.

Simon had his phantom steed dive down towards the clouds below to both dodge and lure the monster closer to the ground. They deftly avoided the creature’s multiple jaws and then descended through hail-battered clouds. Simon switched his Ring of Cursed Flame for a Ring of Cursed Winter to shield himself from the weather, whereas Casval appeared to completely shrug it off.

Apparently sensing the change, Casval’s two-faced arms glowed and then each fired a crimson stream of focused fire. Simon’s horse dodged one, but the other struck at him in the shoulder with such intensity that it would have melted through his armor without Shadowshield.


Supereffective damage!



Simon hastily drained both lifeforce and mana from his thrall monsters across the Darkwood through the Brands, healing his wounds and replenishing his magic reserves. He retaliated with a Megatox spell, except this time the poison failed to wound Casval.

Did it become immune to Corrosion? That Elemental Shift ability had to be some sort of self-inflicted Elemental Imbalance, gaining immunity to an element at the cost of suffering a weakness in another. “In that case, Elemental Imbalance: Fire.”

The curse successfully struck Casval, granting him immunity to fire at the cost of suddenly becoming vulnerable to ice. The surrounding hail began to hit him harder, and Simon visited more pain upon him with a Hellfrost spell. His ice struck Casval’s skull with enough force to dent his helmet, only for the projectiles to bounce off the creature with its next Elemental Shift.

It seemed Casval automatically switched his defenses to protect himself from the last element that hurt him. Efficient, but predictable.

“Duchar, Muse, I am bringing the creature down low,” Simon informed his followers. “The two of you should follow with a lightning spell.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Duchar replied. “But I must also warn you that a sixth airship is coming at us from the southeast.”

War Party reinforcements? Well, that could wait until after they dealt with the monster Casval had become.

Simon quickly cast Elemental Imbalance: Water on Casval right as he and his pursuer emerged from the hailstorm clouds, then followed through with a Night Raid spell. A swarm of abyssal bats materialized from his fingertips and flew into Casval’s face. They did little more than bite and harass the much bigger creature, but they at least diminished his visibility.

His enemy, now newly weak to lightning, opened his maw to charge and fire a beam at Simon, only for a mighty thunderstorm to strike Casval before he could finish his attack. The Muse and Duchar both hit the monster head-on, with the former’s bolts dwarfing the latter’s. They tore off one of his wings, destroyed half his chest’s scales, exposed a few ribs, and melted off his flesh. The blowback caused Casval’s beam-breath to miss and instead hit overgrown farmland across the horizon.

“Hellthunder!” Simon cast from his fingertips in an attempt to finish off Casval. His lightning incinerated whatever bats his enemy hadn’t already swept away and stuck him in the chest. He had hoped so many supereffective spells in quick succession would slay him, but Casval’s transformation hadn’t stripped him of his draconic resilience.

“Elemental Shift, Defensive Protocol,” Casval rasped immediately after being struck, his words sounding as if he were reading from a script. “Barrier, Rampart, Regen.”

Simon’s optimism turned to horror as a green glow washed over Casval, buffing him with two defensive buffs and causing his wounds to slowly close on their own. Worse, he began to fly away from Simon rather than continue assaulting him, likely to keep his distance until he fully recovered.

Cursebound could negate his regeneration with the right wording, but the spell required physical contact. Simon’s best bet was to leap onto the creature’s back, curse and debuff him, then resummon his steed and switch back to long-distance spells.

“Duchar, switch to deb–” A light in the east caught Simon’s gaze. “What the?”

Simon instinctively turned his head to glance across the horizon. The Muse had crashed two airships out of the initial fleet and was pulling a third down to its doom, but another vessel was coming straight at them from the east. One the sight of which filled Simon with dread. Duchar lacked the context and knowledge to identify the imperial fleet’s ships, but he immediately recognized this one as the Conqueror.

Louis’ newest flagship.

Louis had come to Magvolia.

The light surging from the east came from the airship’s bow and spread to its right like a long grey beam… or at least Simon thought so, until he recognized that radiance for moonlight reflecting on stainless steel stretching out for miles.

That’s not a beam. Simon’s eyes widened in horror. It’s a sword. 

Louis swung his giant blade across the horizon in one swift stroke that whipped up the winds and chopped the manatree in half.
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  Louis sliced the manatree in two from over a mile away.

The swiftness of the attack was only matched by its absurdity. A paper-thin sword of unfathomable length sliced across the horizon in the blink of an eye, whipping up powerful winds in its wake and cutting through anything unlucky enough to be in its path: clouds, hail, the Halls of the Minotaur, and the manatree’s trunk.

Simon had seen Casval’s beam barely leave a scorch mark on the ancient bark, yet Louis’ sword cut through it like butter, ignoring all hardness and resistance. It appeared as if space itself split apart to let his blade pass by and slice everything in its path. The blade disappeared once it finished its crescent motion with a faint noise that preceded the chaos to come. Simon could have sworn that time froze for a second as the world held its breath, only for it to resume with a loud creaking noise.

The manatree tilted to the side as its upper half slid off from its bottom.

Louis had aimed slightly diagonally rather than purely horizontally, so a huge chunk of the manatree began to collapse due to the lack of support. Its enormous shape began to collapse to the Halls of the Minotaur’s left in a terrible rumble. Branches the length of Whispermire’s streets crashed onto the forest floor and swamps below in violent crashes

This is… Is that what Noble Crestones can do at a high enough level?! Simon wondered, torn between awe and disbelief. Even the buzzing calls of his followers in the back of his mind or the sight of Casval circling the halved manatree failed to draw him back to reality. Norbelle and Thalas were just a preview…

He spotted a flash of steel at the edge of his gaze, flying straight at him.

Simon hastily summoned his spiked shield just in time to intercept the projectile, which saved his life. A golden spear smashed through his protection and sent spines flying in all directions. A flying sword aiming straight for Simon’s head followed afterwards and was thankfully deflected.

Then came another, and another, and another!

A veritable bombardment of various bladed weapons—from swords to polearms—flew from Louis’ airship at Simon with immense speed. He would have likely been immediately unhorsed without his Warmonger Perk preventing forced dismounts, and though he immediately ordered his phantom steed to flee, the attacks continued to strike at him with lethal precision. Louis—this had to be Louis’ doing—could somehow still see him from a great distance.

One of the spears eventually struck Simon’s phantom steed directly, tearing off its head and dispelling it. Simon found himself plummeting to his doom for a second before he quickly used Lord of the Demon Castle to teleport back inside the Halls of the Minotaur’s sanctum. He nearly slipped on pieces of debris on arrival, since part of the ceiling had collapsed from Louis’ attack.

Thankfully, most of his remaining followers had survived. Duchar had retreated here alongside the fruit, Hector, and Cassandra’s coven. The real surprise was the Muse, who appeared alive in spite of a large gash across her chest. She looked more annoyed than hurt, too.

“You live,” Simon said, dumbfounded.

The Muse glared at him. “I am not so easily felled.”

“Most manatrees can recover from a stump, and Asterion’s power likely enhances our host,” Duchar suggested, a deep scowl on his face. “Nonetheless, may I ask what struck us? Some new kind of weapon?”

“Louis struck us.” Merely uttering his name caused Duchar to pale and Hector’s head to perk up in alarm. The rest of the group weren’t familiar enough with the crown prince’s reputation to fully understand the danger they were in, but those two did. “There’s no time to waste. He’ll be here very soon, so we need to evacuate now.”

“Evacuate?” The Muse hissed in contempt. “I cannot go anywhere, coward! I will not abandon my forest to a woodsman!”

“While I do not believe we are a match for the Marshal, our captive archfiend might be another story,” Duchar pointed out. “Evacuation may not be our only option.”

“Asterion is not at full power in his current host. The Muse will be no match for–” Simon froze upon noticing that Cassandra and her coven had stopped incantating, his lover now staring at him with a knowing gaze. “No.”

“I am willing to try,” Cassandra said calmly. “The contract should still apply after the merger.”

“And if it does not?” Hector rasped, being about as opposed to the idea as Simon himself. “What if it begins to wear you like a coat?”

Cassandra scowled for a second, but her resolve remained firm. “I do not wish to abandon the Darkwood, brother,” she said, staring at the Muse with sympathy. “I do not want to leave her to her death. Not after all that she went through.”

“I have no need for your pity,” the Muse replied venomously.

“But you do need my help.”

The Muse had no answer to that. And neither did Simon.

Fighting Louis sounded like assisted suicide, especially after seeing him cut an entire manatree in half from over a mile away before nearly killing Simon. Every instinct in his body told him their gathered forces would only slow down the slaughter at best; doubly so since Casval remained afoot.

But Duchar had a point. Asterion had been a match for the first generation of Noble Class users, and possession by a Zodiac Fiend had strengthened the likes of Eole into an actual threat. The union might give Cassandra the power to fight off Louis, or at least force him into listening to them.

Could they even run away? Simon had been careful to build an escape tunnel below the Halls of the Minotaur to escape the region in a pinch, but they were on foot and Louis had airships. A last-minute flight might be beyond them.

He could teleport a group to Frightwall as a last resort too. Euphemia still held the castle and the War Party was besieging it, but dealing with the dowager empress and trying to negotiate with her might beat facing Louis in the open.

There… There’s still another way to escape this. I knew this reign was unsustainable from the start, and little can be done to salvage this situation. I could simply… take the easy way out. Simon immediately banished that thought and refocused. No. You can never know where the future leads. I can’t take the easy way out. That would be a waste of a reign and pure cowardice. 

Simon looked at his lover, who had already made her decision. Cassandra’s misplaced sympathy for the Stone Muse would not allow her to leave, and it might open up a path to new possibilities.

He guessed he could at least see if he could control a Zodiac Fiend with the right Brands and rituals… see what kind of power they wielded when fully unleashed. He could confirm whether or not they could hold their own against the strongest members of House Magnos.

“Very well,” Simon reluctantly agreed. “But beware, please. If the fiend proves too strong and the contract cannot control him…”

“You may simply drain away my mana through my Brand,” Cassandra reassured him.

If it remains after the fusion, Simon thought grimly. He turned to the Muse and hardened his resolve. Let us hope this will work. “Asterion, Minotaur of the Zodiac. Leave your current vessel and–”

A flash of pain coursed through his chest and silenced him.

Having already been backstabbed by Vouivre in a previous reign, Simon immediately recognized the feeling of a sword entering his chest through the back and slipping its way past the ribs. The blade cut through his armor and heart with casual ease, then emerged out the other side. Only the blood covering its invisible edge revealed its shape.

Simon felt sacred power not unlike the Paladin Crestone course through him, dispelling the Dark that granted him his strength, weakening his Perks, targeting all of his Class’ weaknesses with a carefully selected weapon meant to exploit each of them.

This was the sword that had killed his father.

“That was for my son,” Simon heard a familiar voice whisper behind him, which he instantly recognized as that of Ser Richard of Lore. “Your plans will die here with you, Overlord.”


Supereffective damage. Anti-Heal, Sap, Slow– 



The blow would have likely killed him instantly… had he not suffered through it before.


Supereffective damage reduced by the Betrayed Title. Ailments transferred by the Lovestruck Title.



The first title reduced the damage he suffered, and the second transferred the ailments to the Muse as part of their ‘betrothal’ agreement. Simon immediately drew from the lifeforce of his remaining monster minions to keep himself alive, switched his Ring of Cursed Winter for a Ring of Cursed Thunderstorm to grant himself Lightning immunity, and then grabbed the sword tightly with his hand.

“Hellthunder!”

He shocked both himself and his attacker, leaving him open to a counter-attack.

Hector was the first to react, his axe surging at the enemy behind Simon’s back with lethal precision. Ser Richard swiftly withdrew his sword from Simon in spite of the shock he suffered and parried Hector’s attack with it, the blow dispelling his invisibility.

How did he sneak in here undetected? Simon cursed. Did the Cobweb help him infiltrate the sanctum as a back-up plan? Did they tip him off and Louis?

“Simon!” Cassandra and her fellow witches immediately rushed to his side and began to cast spells on him to restore him. “Infernal Healing.”

“I’m fine!” Simon reassured her, clenching his teeth and pointing at Richard of Lore. “Kill him and summon Asterion!”

Compelled by her contract, the Muse immediately cast a spell that caused massive roots to surge up from the ground in an attempt to entrap and crush him. Ser Richard moved with speed even superior to his son and cut through anything that got too close to him. Duchar, Cassandra, and the other spellcasters prepared to zap him where he stood.

Casval crashed into the sanctum before they could.

His immense head smashed through the wall opposing Simon’s throne with a roar, sending stone flying in all directions. Simon grabbed Cassandra and pulled her to safety while the Muse summoned a wall of thorns to shield herself and Duchar, who was the closest to her. Everyone else was pelted by debris, with one of Cassandra’s witches taking one to the head and falling unconscious while Richard raised a shield to protect himself.

However, the monstrous dragon was somehow the least of their problems.

Standing atop Casval’s head was a man clad in armor composed of a crimson breastplate, steely shoulder pads, greaves, a gorget, leather gloves, and boots. It was such a simple attire for a Class so powerful as the Warrior, but its user managed to make it look fearsome.

“Simon, how good to see you again. I was starting to wonder if you had perished or left the continent altogether.” Louis smiled at his brother with a hint of amusement, as if sharing a private joke no one else could understand. “From the look on your face, I assume Shabram failed to inform you of my coming.”

Simon blinked. “How did–”

“Your reaction just now.” Louis swiftly snapped his fingers. “Infinite Armory, Storm of Blades.”

A hundred, if not a thousand flying swords materialized over Louis and then threw themselves at everyone present like a rain of arrows.

There was no time to recover or react to such a barrage at close range. Simon didn’t raise his shield fast enough and took the brunt of the bombardment head on. The blades dispelled his buffs on contact and punctured through his armor in dozens of places, skewering him in all vital spots. A few non-magical ones bounced off him thanks to Unyielding Essence, but most hit harder than Thalas’ fists. Only his frantic draining of his dwindling number of followers kept him alive for a few more seconds.

His allies had no such luck.

Swords impaled Cassandra through the skull, tearing her head off her shoulders before she could even register what had happened. Pieces of her skull and brain splattered on Simon’s armor and filled his heart with anguish. Her weaker coven members were simply torn to shreds mid-spellcasting. Duchar attempted to create a shield of energy around himself, but the swords pierced through the magic barrier as if it were made of paper and slew him in an instant.

Ser Richard of Lore managed to deflect a few of the projectiles with his sword and shield, but Louis simply intensified the bombardment in his direction. One of the blades slipped through the old knight’s guard and struck him in the shoulder, at which point his defense collapsed and his armor turned into a pincushion. Unlike Simon, he had no way to regenerate from such terrible wounds.

Only Hector and the Muse survived, the former because his undead anatomy let him continue to charge forwards in spite of having dozens of swords stuck in his flesh, and the latter thanks to her thick wall of summoned thorns. They both retaliated, too. Hector leaped at Louis in a snarl of undying rage and anguish, axe raised, while the Muse cast a Terabolt of immense power.

“Shieldwall.” Louis lazily waved his hand, conjuring floating magical shields in the way of the attacks. They intercepted them all, and though Hector’s axe left cracks where it stuck, it failed to get past the defense. A new curved sword in the oriental Fablan style appeared in Louis’ left hand. “Spaceslash.”

Louis swung his sword and cut through reality itself.

Space carved open along the line his blade followed, the very fabric of matter and existence splitting apart. The Muse, Hector, the walls, and the very air were all cleanly sliced apart, their pieces falling to the ground in a loud thump.

Simon struggled to even understand what had just happened. Cassandra was dead, everyone was dead, and soon, the swords stuck in his flesh would have him join them.

They never stood a chance without Asterion. The gulf in power was as vast as it had been when Simon visited Elios Magnos’ lair.

“I always found it strange that Shabram could never find you, no matter how often Lauriane asked,” Louis mused upon leaping off Casval’s head. He didn’t even spare a glance at all the people he had slain and stepped over their body parts. “That double-crosser kept you informed of all our moves and stymied investigations away from this place, am I wrong? She always put too much faith in the Overlord’s foresight.”

Simon scowled beneath his helmet, invisible fingers pressing on his throat. His body was cold and was only kept alive due to a quickly depleting well of stolen lifeforce. He would run out of minions to drain within a minute.

“What are you… talking about?” Simon asked with bloodied lips.

“You truly take me for an imbecile. Having always respected your intelligence, I thought you would return the sentiment.” Louis shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever Overlord ability lets you see the future clearly has cracks in its omniscience, or else you would have predicted this moment. It is such a shame you betrayed Lauriane. She truly cares about you, you know?”

“I didn’t betray… Endymion…” Simon coughed up blood and collapsed to his feet. His life… fading away. “All of this… greater good…”

“If you cared about the greater good, Simon, you would have joined forces with us the moment you gained the Overlord’s power. We could have cowed Euphemia into behaving and flown Endymion’s flag atop the Worldtree by now.” Louis glanced at the Muse’s corpse. Simon knew she would recover from this so long as the manatree remained alive, but he doubted Louis would give her the time to do so. “Was that your plan? To become some old hag’s gardener and breed an army of monsters to defeat us once we had exhausted ourselves?”

“There’s more… other archfiends…” Simon’s vision blurred. “Must listen… Uyo’s destruction… just the beginning…”

The last thing he saw was a thin, sinister smile of anticipation stretching across Louis’ lips.

“Good,” he said.

His sword sliced through Simon’s neck in a painless stroke and sent his head rolling off his shoulders.



The Crimson Throne welcomed him again like an old friend.

The Dark welcomed him with praise and encouragement, for he had finally taken his first steps onto the path of the Overlord. He had spent a year ruining the lives of thousands, conquering a whole region, and binding an archfiend to answer his queries. The sorrow and guilt he felt didn’t bother the Crimson Throne, nor the fact that he had lost yet another woman he loved, in-laws he appreciated, and so much more.

All that mattered to it was that darkness had triumphed.


This is the twelfth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the title of Simon the Gardener.




The Gardener: You have spent a year cultivating a fading flower and put her in her place. Your Wood affinity has improved from Weak to Strong. 



I have achieved so much in a year, and lost it all in a day. What grim irony. The knowledge Simon had lost Cassandra the same way he had lost Anna once weighed on him, but… perhaps not as much as he would have thought. He had prepared himself mentally for that eventuality, and Cassandra’s words of wisdom remained fresh in his mind.

He felt guilt and anguish, but he would have to learn to live with them. The very fate of the world depended on it.

He had seen the destruction that Abraxas would bring, and learned of the threat that awaited the world should he do nothing. A single person could only do so much, even the Overlord. There was so much left to achieve. He had to locate the Zodiac Fiends, find a way to permanently deal with them, and ensure both his loved ones and most of civilization survived the incoming apocalypse.

Simon considered what to do next. He could try to learn more about the comet by infiltrating the Church, or join one of the parties at court. The only way for the greater good to prevail would be to keep Endymion in one piece, and he needed allies for that.

However… However, the way Ser Richard had nearly killed him by targeting all of Simon’s weaknesses gave him pause. Either the White Unicorn had recovered the blade they used to kill Balzam Magnos, or they could produce more than one. The idea that he could infiltrate a party in Endymion only for an elven assassin to cut his reign short bothered Simon.

How did Ser Richard even enter the Halls of the Minotaur undetected? He would have needed either a lantern or help to access the place at all. Had he benefited from the Cobweb’s help, getting in like Silk likely did? Or did surviving agents of the failed Magvolian rebellion supply him with the required intel?

Ser Richard was reported to have likely perished in the failed White Unicorn landing, although his body was never recovered. Had that been false information? The prelude to another Oracle plot?

And how did Louis even learn about the attack on Magvolia when he was supposed to besiege Frightwall? Had he been tipped off? It just seemed so unlikely that both he and Ser Richard attacked at the same time at the worst possible moment. This all reeked of a higher force moving them forward, doubly so since the Oracle’s allies had focused on infiltrating the War Party’s followers.

The more he thought about the elf conspiracy and the White Unicorn, the more they bothered Simon. Those groups had somehow managed to infiltrate Endymion in depth and were determined to destabilize the empire.

Their conspiracy would continue to cause Simon issues until he figured out their reach, depth, and resources. Infiltrating the imperial parties or using their resources would become much easier once he had fully learned how to handle them and prevent them from cutting his reigns short.

It was time to get to the bottom of the elf conspiracy, and pull it out by the root.

  

    
        Chapter 74: The Elf Conspiracy (1) 

    
    
    
    
  The first thing Simon did upon waking up was to open his Inventory.

For a very brief second, his heart lit up with hope upon seeing the stored item icons on his System screen. Princess Satine’s soul gem, his stored rings, even his morning star was there, and Simon hoped he had found a loophole in the reigns… until he tried to access the items themselves. Trying to summon his morning star only resulted in an error message.

That’s very strange, Simon thought. Inventory should drop all items inside it upon my death, so I shouldn’t have any of them stored within; yet it seems under the impression that they’re still there, just unavailable. Is this a System malfunction? 

Another surprise came when Simon added one of the books in his room to his Inventory. The item appeared in an empty space rather than overwriting a useless one. Simon easily summoned it back without issue and then added it again. It once more appeared in an empty space, as if the other stored items still remained.

Simon was quite disturbed by the implications. Did the items still exist somewhere and were beyond his reach? Did the previous reign endure beyond his death? Or was his Perk simply malfunctioning due to being a Merchant ability never designed to interact with the Overlord Class? He couldn’t tell, and that bothered him.

Nonetheless, the mere fact that some information remained from a previous reign, even a mere icon on a screen, was something utterly new and fascinating to Simon. Was it a hint at how the time-loop functioned, or the natural result of his stats traveling back to the past with him? Could it be used to transfer immaterial information from one reign to the next? Could it transfer minds? Simon still had Satine’s soul gem stored in his Inventory when Louis slew him, but it was just as unavailable as the rest of his other items. Perhaps he should try to contact the current reign’s version of the princess at some point and check if she had been affected by this anomaly too.

With little more to do on that front and more work to do on others, Simon decided to regularly check the Inventory screen for any changes and focus on the current issue at hand: infiltrating the elf conspiracy.

The trap was sprung within the first hours of the new reign. 

“It is my will as emperor that my bastard son, Simon Magnos, be cared for,” the Keeper of the Throne said, reading the Overlord’s altered final testament to the imperial court. “Although his lesser birth bars him from princely offices, he shall be entrusted with five slaves of his picking alongside ownership of my personal attendant, Agnes Firewand. He shall be granted the rank of baron and ownership of a tract of land covering Magvolia’s Darkwood and surrounding villages.” 

The audience erupted in murmurs and whispers, with Simon scowling and feigning shock. “The Darkwood?” he asked Lauriane. “What is that?”

“It is an…” His sister hesitated about how to break the news. “An underdeveloped region of Magvolia.”

“Oh… it’s a dump, isn’t it?” Simon asked, with Lauriane now looking embarrassed. “I should have known.”

“A baron title is nothing to scoff at,” Lauriane tried to reassure him, though she didn’t deny the dump accusations, “and the proof that our father loved you.”

“Or an insult,” Simon replied with a grimace. He glanced at a scowling Euphemia, fearing she would call out the testament as a forgery as she did when he dared to use it to arrange a betrothal to Anna. The dowager empress instead exchanged words with High Confessor Mastemo. What she heard seemed to reassure her. 

She didn’t contest Simon’s claim, and the Keeper moved on to naming Casval Ashmodai as the Overlord’s heir. 

So far so good, Simon thought. He avoided Patriate Malphas’ gaze, though he knew for a fact the Merchant was likely already appraising him. Legitimization seems to be her red line, but being gifted slaves and a minor title does not raise too much suspicion.

As for Louis, he didn’t seem to care all that much either way. Standing in the same room as him so soon after he slaughtered Simon and his entire cult made his skin crawl. 

That smile Louis sported at the end of the reign, and the way he outright rejoiced at the thought of more archfiends rising, chilled Simon to the bone. Was he such a warmonger that he relished the idea of challenging powerful monsters for more levels? Or did his vision of fighting overpopulation include wholesale massacre? 

All in all, Simon was convinced Louis would make a terrible emperor. Perhaps he should try to approach Euphemia in a future reign. As much as Simon disliked his stepmother, she at least seemed to favor diplomacy over wanton violence.

Either way, baron titles were non-inheritable, so Simon wouldn’t be able to threaten the princes of the blood, and the Darkwood’s area was such an unenviable fiefdom that most nobles likely believed Balzam granted it to his bastard son as a joke. Belzemine was a rather precious gift, but it reassured all the major factions to see her shipped away from Frightwall rather than risk her joining their enemies.  

Moreover, he now looked like a prime target for recruitment for the White Unicorn.

Simon had hesitated about outright arranging a betrothal with Elaine Malphas in the testament, but the ploy would have been too obvious. He had instead simply set the stage for Patriate to approach him on his own. A disgraced bastard denied princehood, with Firewand as a retainer and who had been granted lands in Magvolia—which they planned to rouse into revolt—was simply too good of a catch. 

It was all a question of dispelling suspicions now. 

“Why did my father assign you to me, Lady Firewand?” Simon asked Belzemine. 

“I do not know, but it is my duty to obey the Overlord’s orders,” Belzemine replied without any emotion. It hurt Simon to see her like this at the beginning of each reign. “I will serve you as I served your father.”

“I… I appreciate the sentiment, but I admit I don’t know what to do with you,” Simon replied, scratching the back of his head and whispering into his sister’s ear. “What do you think, Lauriane?”

“I won’t lie, having her as a slave will bring many eyes on you,” her sister replied honestly. “No harm will come to you under her care, but if you remain set on living in peace and anonymity, I would suggest handing her over to me.”

“Yeah,” Simon muttered, knowing Patriate was likely eavesdropping on them. “I guess I’ll have some time to think about it before the Academy.”

Now this all but guaranteed that the traitor Patriate would establish contact with him rather than risk Belzemine slipping through his grasp. He had only sent Elaine to the Academy when Louis attended it, which meant they felt threatened by the possibility that Simon might hand her over to someone they considered a threat to Illusea. He should be wise enough to try and kill that possibility in the crib.

The fish would bite soon enough. 



“Uyo?” Shabram asked with a frown. “The city of Rhapta?”

“A great disaster will come from that region,” Simon warned her. Meeting with her in her office to discuss incoming threats had become something of a habit. “An archfiend will rise from the lost city at the end of the next year’s Frimaire month. It will kill everyone in the whole region upon waking.”

“And Your Majesty wants me to locate it?”

“Yes. There is a woman in Whispermire, Odette Kano, who has spent most of her life planning an expedition to reach the lost city. She has fallen under the sway of a criminal organization, but could be easily convinced to sever ties and work for us in exchange for assistance and funding.” Especially if they were to hold her illegal manalith mine over her head. “Secure her loyalty and have agents keep an eye on the Darkwood. A sealed fiend lurks there too, and the White Unicorn will likely use the town of Whispermire as a staging ground for a revolt in the following months.”

Shabram once again took him at his word. “Very well. I shall send people to recruit this Odette Kano, and keep an eye on the region.”

“So it’s true,” Simon said, a frown on his face. “You think the Overlord Class grants me prophetic abilities.”

She smiled slyly at him. “Does it not?”

Simon felt icy fingers pressing on his throat, warning him not to confirm her assumptions or even give her a hint. “I simply wonder where this assumption came from.”

“What other explanation is there for our empire’s success?” Shabram sat on her desk. “The Overlords have defied the Oracle’s predictions for centuries, in spite of her constant attempts to grind us down. Immunity to divination and old Commander passive Perks cannot explain all of their successes. Your father predicted events years in advance and made moves whose brilliance only made sense in hindsight.”

You are right, Simon wanted to reply before the pressure on his neck convinced him otherwise. He had hoped to perhaps obliquely hint at the time-loop by suggesting his Class could observe the future, but the Crimson Throne’s curse wouldn’t give him that much leeway. It didn’t trigger when I pretended to have prophetic dreams as Simon Magnos… it will only react to information pointing to the Overlord Class.

“Who else believes this?” Simon replied evasively. “Louis?”

“Him, Euphemia, probably Lord Paimon too. The truth wasn’t hard to glimpse for those working closely enough with Your Majesty’s father.” Shabram crossed her legs. “I suspect this power has limits, especially when forced to constantly duel with the Oracle and your father’s recent demise, but I know better than to bet against the Overlord.”

“I see…” That would also explain Louis' reaction in the previous reign too. “You would be wise to do as I say, yes. Believe me when I say terrible things will happen to our world otherwise.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.” Shabram raised an eyebrow. “Does Your Majesty intend to claim Whispermire as their tract of land?”

“Yes.” Considering how integral it had been to the White Unicorn’s plans in the previous reign, this should ease his infiltration of their movement. “The disasters that will strike Uyo and Magvolia will only be the prelude to a global catastrophe. Did my father take any measures to protect the empire from sudden destruction?”

“He did.” Shabram offered him a thick file. “Operation Deepground is a decade-long project to build a network of highly fortified army bases and secret bunkers across the empire, each full of stockpiles of weapons, supplies, and manaliths to last for years. The goal was to ensure the military could survive localized natural disasters or Illusea’s magical retaliations once the airship fleet began to bombard it. The Goetia Research Center is one such facility.”

So Balzam Magnos did take precautions to keep his empire afloat should he fail to stop the Zodiac Parade; a likely possibility since he had failed to locate all the demonbarrows. The fact that he prioritized the military over the common population was as pragmatic as it was loathsome. Duchar’s archives were probably also built as part of this initiative. 

However, Simon immediately saw the flaws with the plans the moment he began to browse through the file. First of all, only generals loyal to the Overlord were even informed of the plan, with their knowledge being limited to facilities within their governorships; and second, many facilities were magically sealed and required special codes to unlock.

“Do you have those codes?” Simon inquired.

Shabram shook her head. “His Late Majesty took that information to the grave.”

Balzam Magnos didn’t want his empire to survive its emperor. Typical. Simon hoped he had at least recorded the codes in his secret archives. 

Could he put the plan into operation himself? It would require forming alliances with the generals and earning their trust, which would involve revealing himself as Overlord. Moreover, most facilities were located in regions loyal to one party or the other. 

The entire system was set up so that only the ruling Overlord could preserve Endymion, by design. 

“I’ll look into this,” Simon said after closing the file. “Do you have information on Duke Eligos’ family otherwise?”

“I have files on them, yes. Why?”

“The Malphas and the Flauros families are all traitors loyal to the White Unicorn, but their Eligos kin’s loyalties are uncertain.” Patriate’s sister had married the duke but remained loyal to the War Party when it came to blows with the monarchists. “I intend to infiltrate their organization and wipe it out from the inside. With your help, of course.” 

Shabram scowled in annoyance at missing such a large conspiracy, then searched her files. She handed Simon the documents, including Pictomancer-drawn portraits of two graceful women. They looked enough alike that Simon identified them as sisters, and they shared the Malphas family’s nose. 

He also vaguely recalled their faces from Balzam Magnos’ book of conquests, which he wasn’t sure what to make of. 

“Anselma Flauros and Justine Eligos, born Malphas both,” Shabram explained. “Wives to dukes, both highly accomplished spellcasters and combatants. Anselma is a talented level 57 Arcanist with two weaker Healer and Artificer Classes, and Justine is an accomplished level 66 Dirge.”

“Dirge… isn’t that a Bard Vassal Class specialized in Diabolism and Necromancy?”

“It is. Justine is one of the most accomplished sanctioned diabolism users in the empire. She has bound many demons to her house’s service.”

Simon checked the sisters' files. He could immediately see the difference between the two from the portraits alone. Anselma was a woman with long auburn hair framing a regal, ladylike face with pale blue eyes. She looked poised and confident, almost wise. 

Her sister Justine was a wholly different beast. Although the sisters shared a similar face and eyes besides her bleached-blue hair—likely the result of dye or diabolism experiments—the devilish smile that one sported reminded Simon of Silk. Justine was dangerous and devious.

“The history of the two is relatively muddy until their brother’s ascension to high office,” Shabram explained as Simon browsed their files. “There are records of Justine marrying twice to wealthy merchants prior to Duke Eligos, both of whom died early and whose wealth ended up funding the family’s ascent.”

“Charming,” Simon deadpanned. He read that both sisters married their current husbands eight years ago, soon after their brother’s promotion to Lord-Treasurer. This caused a small scandal in Justine’s case, since Duke Eligos was fifty years her senior and with children. 

“According to my information, the Flauros marriage is as happy as it can be,” Shabram said. “Lady Anselma and Duke Flauros get along fantastically, and she earned the people’s trust by shrewdly investing in public infrastructures and putting her magical skills to use to solve a sanitary crisis a few years back. The Duke’s heir, Robert Flauros, holds her in high esteem and considers her a close confidant.”

Enough that she likely recruited him for the White Unicorn, Simon thought. “I assume the Eligos couple is another matter?”

“Duke Gerald Eligos is pushing eighty years old and requires his wife’s anti-aging spells to keep his wits most of the time. His son and his wife perished in a boat ‘accident’–,” Shabram scoffed at the word, “that left their eight-year-old heir Henry in his step-grandmother’s care.” 

Simon met her gaze. “You believe Justine murdered them?”

His spymaster nodded sharply. “My investigation showed hints of foul play, though nothing that could be tracked back to her. Many suspect Justine’s anti-aging spells have actually put her husband under her mental control, and young Henry is firmly under her thumb. She leads House Eligos in all but name.” 

“She’s been living a lavish existence since at the expense of the family’s considerable coffers. The Eligos castle hosts festivities almost every week, her wardrobe would bankrupt smaller houses, and the lady of the house regularly cheats on her husband with young men or artists that catch her fancy.” 

Interesting. Justine had more control over the Eligos House than her sister over the Flauros family, yet she outright helped suppress her kin during their failed rebellion. Had she turned coat at some point? Or did she decide to play the long game by sacrificing her sister for the sake of preserving her cover?

“Something’s odd. Both marriages are childless after eight years.” Simon would have expected them to have had at least one child by now, considering the Flauros’ apparent happy marriage and Justine’s licentious lifestyle. “And there are no solid records of any Malphas’ birth…”

“I can dig further, if Your Majesty wants.”

“Follow the money trail, too,” Simon ordered as he opened up his Inventory to store the files. “Every investment is potentially suspect, from Anselma’s Flauros public works to her sister’s lavish expenditur–”

He froze in shock the moment the Inventory screen appeared. 

Nearly all icons had turned black. 

Not empty, not devoid of content, but pitch black. The items’ names had turned into garbled abyssal runes oozing miasma that flashed in and out of existence. Only the spot holding his book from this reign was unaffected. 

What the… Simon touched one of the black icons, only to receive an error message written in a demonic script. What caused this change? 

“Is something wrong, Your Majesty?” Shabram inquired.

“Nothing,” Simon lied as he stored the files, with Shabram raising an eyebrow at the action without commenting on it. They only filled empty spaces rather than overwriting any of the black ones. Were the items still there somehow? “Stick to observation for now, and keep Gourmand on hold. Acting too soon will tip the Malphas to our infiltration, but we will feed Patriate’s soul to our jester for information once I have what we need. I also want you to keep a close eye on the exiled Princess Satine and provide me with constant reports on her activities. And don’t forget to evacuate Frightwall on the day of the bombardment. I hope to put an end to it, but I cannot guarantee it.” 

“Will Your Majesty stay in Frightwall until then?” Shabram sounded almost hopeful. “What about afterwards?”

“I will reveal myself once we have wiped out the White Unicorn’s conspiracy within our walls,” Simon decided. “I will approach one of the factions to secure their cooperation against the other and keep the peace inside our borders.” 

“The Overlord officially joining one side would tip the scales, but both groups will require concessions,” Shabram replied. “Prince Louis will not relent on the imperial expansion campaign, and your stepmother will likely demand an insurance of some sort.”

“I can be very persuasive, do not worry.” Running a cult for a year had helped sharpen his public speaking skills quite a bit. “Once we have purged the enemy inside our midst, it will be time to turn against the real threat.”

Simon had learned his lesson. He could ignore imperial politics, but imperial politics wouldn’t ignore him. 

So he would play the game, and win it. 



True to Simon’s plan, Patriate Malphas deviated from the usual script by inviting Simon to a private dinner with his daughter in his solar. 

His Inventory’s contents had changed again by then. All the blackened icons had disappeared and transformed into empty spots. Unlike last time, storing his book caused it to occupy one of them as if the items were gone. The Inventory Perk now worked like normal, as far as Simon could tell. 

Had the System purged itself of the malfunction over the last few hours? Or did the previous timeline… linger for a while? Simon couldn’t exactly check either hypothesis now, but he would now keep a close eye on how his Inventory behaved at each reign’s beginning. 

His gut told him this phenomenon was a critical hint to how the entire time loop worked. 

Simon put those thoughts aside for now and focused on the matter at hand. Lord Patriate’s sleeping quarters in Frightwall were relatively humble compared to those of House Magnos, but his table boasted among the finest meals Simon had ever supped on. Buttered cockatrice, krakenspawn soup, Uyo fruits, exotic sliced fish dishes from Fablan… and wine. Lots of wine to loosen the tongue. 

“Is the food to your liking, Lord Simon?” Elaine asked him with a courteous smile. She had been seated next to him all dinner-long and did her best to entertain him by sharing the exact same tales about Thalas’ humiliations that she recounted to him in a previous reign. 

Do I look like such an easy target? Simon wondered as he nodded. “I’m not sure what to think of the Fablan fish, but it was very good.”

“We lack the saltwater fish popular in Fablan, so our cooks have to adapt their recipes with substitutes the best they can,” Patriate said. “I was planning a trip there in a few months to discuss customs with its vicequeen. Would you like to join me then, Lord Simon?”

To encourage them into rebellion? “Maybe after my academy year,” Simon replied before cutting to the chase. “I thank you for the lovely dinner, but… why invite me at all, Lord Patriate? I never warranted your attention in the past.”

“Actually, you did.” Patriate raised an eyebrow. “I thought His Late Majesty would have informed you.”

“Informed me of what?”

“Your father and I were in discussions to arrange your betrothal to my daughter, Elaine.” The lie was uttered with such aplomb that Simon would have likely believed it without the benefit of foresight. “His savage murder cut our negotiations short, but I take his decision to grant you a baron title as a sign he wanted us to proceed with it.”

“What, seriously?” Simon feigned confusion and glanced at Elaine. “Surely you have better born suitors than me.”

“You are kind, but mistaken,” Elaine replied with contrition before trying to build an emotional rapport. “Although my father is Lord-Treasurer, I shall forever remain a bastard in noble eyes. Our kind will never belong in their world.”

“I’m afraid you will face similar sentiment at the Academy, Lord Simon,” Patriate said with false sympathy. “They see blood, not talent. I’m sure your father had that in mind when he wrote down his testament. Being betrothed to my daughter would help ease that burden.” 

So that’s the angle he’s going for; that we’re all commoners who need to stick together to survive. Simon had half-expected the traitor to try buying Belzemine outright, considering he was the Merchant and all, but the risk of starting a bidding war with the likes of Louis must have been too big. 

Lord Patriate took his silence for a good sign and pushed on. “Besides, your father’s choice was wise in many ways. My sisters and in-laws oversee regions close to your own. I’m sure he picked the area and Lady Firewand to help ensure your safety.”

“You’re wrong. The bastard gave me Firewand and these lands as a taunt.” Simon scowled and stared at his plate. “He knew I wanted to live in peace away from court, so he painted a target on my back instead.”

Elaine put a hand on her mouth. “Lord Simon, you shouldn’t speak like that of your father–”

“Would you say the same if it was your mother he had murdered?”

He had the pleasure of seeing a look of genuine shock in Elaine’s and Patriate’s eyes. It seemed this information was only known to Shabram and a select few. 

“Your mother?” Elaine asked, aghast. 

“He boasted about it one day. Showed me her skull.” Simon clenched his fork with genuine anger. Just thinking about what Balzam did infuriated him to his core. “Why do you think I spent my time in the library, keeping my head down?” He shook his head. “That monster is dead, I don’t have to hold my tongue or pretend to respect him anymore.” 

“I… I see,” Patriate Malphas replied, taken aback. He probably hadn’t expected the conversation to take such a sharp turn, but he took the story at face value too… which said a lot about Balzam Magnos’ reputation. 

“Anyway, I appreciate your kindness, Lord Patriate, but you would be better off looking for another suitor for your daughter,” Simon told him. “I’m still not sure if I’ll even keep that damn plot of land, let alone Firewand. They are likely more trouble than they’re worth, and my sister Lauriane would have more use for them both.”

Simon had to give it to his host, he was a trained spy. This must have been a terrible stress test to learn the woman he had literally died to free in a previous reign might end up in the War Party’s clutches if he didn’t act now, yet he nodded with the calm and poise of a true diplomat.

“I understand, Lord Simon,” he lied easily, slightly insisting on the Lord part to better tempt him with respect that came with the noble lifestyle. “Nonetheless, I fear you are being a bit hasty. Wouldn’t you like to visit your fiefdom and my family first? I could arrange a trip to Magvolia for all of you.” 

“That would be a wonderful idea,” Elaine said with enthusiasm. She boldly took Simon’s hands into her own. “My aunts are so very kind and wise, nothing like the likes of Lord Thalas. I’m certain beyond doubt you would love them, Lord Simon.” 

Simon pretended to be flustered and taken aback, and hesitated a moment before answering. 

“I…” Simon cleared his throat to better suppress a smirk. “Alright… I will give it a try.”

  

    
        Chapter 75: The Elf Conspiracy (2)

    
    
    
    
  Eole’s eyes lit up in horror. “An archfiend?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “A terrible monster drawing its power from the Goatfish constellation dwells in your people’s Sanctuary, as far as I can tell. It should wake up on the first day of the Pluviose month of 404 After Doom, a little over a year from now.”

Eole scowled. He had managed to convince her of his prophetic abilities like in previous reigns, enough that she took his ominous doomsday warning at face value.

“I don’t know of any sealed away monster in my home,” she admitted, “but our native elves and dryad are old, older than the Doom itself. If a demon was captured four hundred years in the past, as you say, then they should be aware of the danger.”

“Awareness and understanding are two very different things.” Simon crossed his arms. “Are they still in contact with Illusea and the Oracle?”

“No. Our manatree has been uprooted since the Doom, and our people do not keep much contact with the surface.”

Wait, did that mean they had little to no knowledge of the Overlord? Eole only learned of the political situation by visiting Telluria, but elves that split off from their kindred since the Doom probably never learned about Mardok’s creation of the Class.

A hidden nation that knew nothing about the Overlord might be one of the few places where Simon could live in peace one day…

“You should go there and warn your people of the danger,” Simon told her. “The great comet Abraxas’ power will grant the archfiend both the strength to break its seal and regain its true body. A year of preparation might make all the difference.”

“I will bring your word to them, Lord Simon.” Eole bit her lower lip. “But it would be easier if you were to join me.”

“I have too much to do here.” Simon scoffed. “Like toppling an empire.”

Eole’s eyes widened with realization, then interest. “Oh, I see. I was wondering why a kind prophet like yourself would stay a prince of a rotten nation, but now I understand. You intend to bring down this cursed land from the inside.”

“Yes, you could say that.” As much as Simon hoped to dismantle the elf conspiracy before it ran its course, gathering information on them would likely involve assisting them in tearing Endymion apart. “It may take a while, but I hope to reform it… and if I can’t, I would like to save some people I know.”

Eole stared at him for a moment with a thoughtful expression. Simon thought she would offer him a feather or simply take flight from the window as she did in the past, yet her next words took him by utter surprise. “If you don’t mind, Lord Simon, I would like to accompany you on your quest.”

“What?” Simon blinked in surprise. Eole always refused to accompany him when he remained a prince of the empire, and even then he usually had to ask her first. “I told you, your Sanctuary risks destruction a year from now. You should go warn them.”

“I do not need to physically travel to our Sanctuary to send them a message,” she replied. “I must simply find an elevated point.”

Simon recalled that Magvolia had a few such places. He’d be lying if he said the idea of Eole joining him for this reign didn’t appeal to him. He knew how loyal she could be to her friends, and he was about to enter a den of vipers with fewer allies than usual, since bringing Duchar, Hector, and Cassandra aboard would raise suspicions—not to mention he didn’t feel ready to meet them so soon after how his previous reign ended.

“I would gladly take you along, Eole, but the risks will be great,” Simon warned her. “First of all, I ask that you never reveal my intentions to anyone, for discovery will mean death for us both. Neither will you be able to step into Telluria so long as Vouivre remains alive. The risk that she captures you and unleashes another archfiend is too great.”

Eole nodded reluctantly. “I have faith in your visions, Lord Simon,” she said. “My kind can only achieve freedom once this empire falls. If its weakness lies in another land altogether, then I shall travel there.”

“That is very brave of you, Eole.” Simon genuinely smiled for the first time since this reign began. “I am happy to have you with me.”

“I will assist you in any way I can.” Eole folded her wings slightly. “What is your plan, Lord Simon?”

“It’s a bit too early to tell you everything, but… there is something you could help me with.” Eole was a talented minstrel and actress, on top of being rather charming. He had seen her at work in Valne. “I suspect a family called the Malphas to be working with the empire’s enemies. Their daughter, Elaine, might become my fiancée soon, but neither she nor her father trusts me.”

“You want to earn their trust so that you will be trusted in turn,” Eole guessed. “Surely freeing me would do the trick.”

“I think it may help, but they have stayed undercover for years if I am right. They might mistake us for spies if we look ‘too good to be true,’ so to say, and they’re willing to kill to keep their secrets.”

“I understand,” Eole replied with a scowl. “I may have an easier time winning their trust than you, Lord Simon. I was imprisoned for trying to rouse my kind in rebellion, and I was a slave. My struggle was genuine and documented.”

“That’s… true.” Eole had a point. A bastard prince of House Magnos would always remain suspicious in the Malphas’ eyes, but she was the ideal White Unicorn recruit. “You should have no trouble winning them over by being earnest.”

“And once I do, I shall put a good word in for you. It is the least I can do to pay you back for your kindness.”

Simon thanked her for her gratitude, then sent Eole away to collect her belongings for their departure. He had to admit he wasn’t sure how to feel about this. Using someone he considered a friend to hoodwink a rival conspiracy without her knowledge didn’t entirely sit well with him, but… well, it beat running a murderous cult and summoning an archfiend at least.

And that act of deceit paled compared to what was next on the list…

Simon heard a knock on the door. “Come in.”

Belzemine walked inside and closed the door behind her. “Your Highness.”

“Yes.” At least this trickery will be for your own salvation, Belzemine. “Are you done?”

“Yes. I have finished warding this room. No outsider will be able to see us or listen to our conversations, and the spells will cancel out any invisibility effect.”

Excellent. Simon had Shabram report on the Malphas’ movements through her Brand, but Elaine was a Spy with access to unknown resources. He didn’t want to take any chances.

“Then, Belzemine…” Simon said as he unveiled his Overlord armor, much to her shock. “There’s something I need to ask of you…”



True to his word, Patriate Malphas arranged a journey to his sister’s dukedom on his private airship. Simon boarded it with a retinue composed of a newly emancipated Eole, Belzemine, Meredith, and Leonard. He had considered bringing Lorimor with him, but the man was both a security risk and more or less useless for this reign.

Seeing Leonard after Simon murdered him and his sister in the previous reign filled his heart with guilt and anguish, which Leonard quickly picked up on. “Is something the matter, Your Highness?”

“Nothing,” Simon lied. The fact that his loyal retainer had completely forgotten his employer’s crimes against him and his family didn’t assuage his conscience in the slightest. “I just mistook you for someone else.”

Leonard squinted at him in skepticism, perhaps having noticed the half-lie, but he didn’t argue any further. Lord Patriate and his daughter warmly welcomed them in the airship’s salon, with the Lord-Treasurer paying close attention to Eole.

“Could your retainer be a kish, Lord Simon?” Patriate inquired with genuine curiosity.

“She is,” Simon confirmed, the question slightly taking him aback. “Do you know of them?”

“I’ve heard of them, but I believed the tribe to be extinct.” Lord Patriate explained as he studied Eole closely, much to her discomfort. “Can you understand us?”

“Eole only speaks a little elvish and her native tongue,” Simon replied. “I managed to establish contact with her using what little I knew of the former tongue.”

Elaine smiled at him. “You can speak Elvish, Lord Simon?”

“A bit,” Simon lied, since his Perks let him speak and translate all tongues. “I learned the basics from the imperial library. I had hoped to travel to Illusea and see the Worldtree when I was younger and foolish.”

“There is nothing foolish about wishing to explore the world, Lord Simon,” Patriate said. He took Eole’s hand and kissed it while switching from Endymian to Elvish. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Eole.”

“You are very kind, but I am no noble,” Eole replied in Elvish. “It has been a while since anyone could understand me since I’ve met Lord Simon.”

“As it happens, my work demanded that I learn the Elvish language to discuss with elven diplomats and merchants; a skill I taught my daughter in turn.” Lord Patriate stroked his goatee. “I cannot help but notice your lack of slave brands.”

“Lord Simon kindly emancipated me without asking for anything in return,” Eole replied. “Since I cannot return to Telluria on account of being imprisoned for encouraging my kind to rebel against your empire’s slavery practices, I decided to stay in his service.”

“Yes, I recall hearing about the troubles in Telluria.” Patriate raised an eyebrow at Simon. “Forgive me for being so forward, but why forgive a known rebel?”

“My brother Dassein sent Eole to the capital to serve as an imperial slave concubine for my father, to be raped and abused.” Simon scowled in genuine disgust. “I just couldn’t keep her bound after learning that.”

“That was very noble and selfless of you, Lord Simon.” For once, Lord Patriate sounded genuine. His eyes moved from him to Eole for a moment before changing the subject. “Would you mind teaching me and my daughter about your people’s ways, Lady Eole? Learning about other cultures is the wellspring of an open mind, I always say.”

How forward-thinking. Simon had no idea of what he could trust when it came to Patriate Malphas’ words. The man played the role of a mild-mannered fence-sitter and bureaucrat eager to go along with everyone to perfection, but that was all a lie. A man willing to blow himself up for the sake of keeping his conspiracy secret had to possess an iron will and wells of bravery. Nonetheless, Simon had the feeling that granting Eole’s freedom had won him some points with the Malphas family.

Elaine invited him to a private table near a porthole during the flight, so they could learn more about each other away from their chaperones, which Simon recognized as something of a hidden interview. He would bet his right hand his retainers and Eole were being grilled to determine whether they would threaten their plans or if they would have to be slain. She served him tea and cakes, then went straight for the throat.

“My father questioned Lady Shabram about your mother.” Elaine gave him a pointed look. “It was all true. She was indeed executed when trying to elope with a Lore merchant and take you away.”

Simon snorted. “I’m surprised that my father’s pet told him anything at all.”

“She said there was no point in keeping it a secret with His Majesty’s assassination, but asked my father to keep that to himself." Elaine smiled. "But he never keeps anything from me.”

“Neither did mine… usually for the worst,” Simon replied. The truth was that Simon had allowed Shabram to leak the story as part of his plan.

“Oh?” Elaine raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

“Do you really want to know?” Simon wondered what to reveal, before settling on something unrelated to the war effort so as not to appear too informed. “He… rated them.”

Elaine’s face darkened. “Rated what?”

“His ‘conquests’. All the women he had slept with, he kept a journal where he drew and commented on them.” Simon looked away through the porthole. “That bastard rated my mother five out of ten, and said he felt fleeced for my conception ever since.”

“Yes, yes I… I imagine that would hurt to hear.” Elaine changed the subject. “Do you have any memory of her? Your mother?”

“Just vague memories from my childhood. It’s been so long.” Simon sipped the tea, which he found extremely sugary. Did they add substances to it to make him loosen up? “Why ask?”

“I never knew my own mother,” Elaine admitted with a hint of longing. “She died when I was young.”

“Did my father kill her too?” Simon asked honestly. It wouldn’t even surprise him at this point.

“No, not at all. She was caught in a Tribe-related pogrom and slain.” Simon made a mental note to ask Shabram to investigate that in case there was any kernel of truth to the tale, given her elven heritage. “Aunt Anselma all but raised me.”

Not the other one? Interesting. “I’m sorry for your loss, but now that we are alone, I have to ask you something,” Simon said. “Do you actually want this betrothal? Or is your father forcing you into this?”

“Isn’t that what we’re deciding now?” Elaine smiled slyly at him. “My father is not forcing me into anything, though I admit I do find you fascinating. You’re a lot more well-adjusted than I would have expected, considering your family. One just has to look at Prince Louis or Thalas to tell the apples didn’t fall far from the tree.”

Was this the moment when they revealed their mutual disdain for House Magnos? “I was only ever close to Lauriane,” Simon admitted bluntly. “I hope she survives when Louis and Euphemia tear the empire apart.”

“I hear she tells you everything.” Elaine chuckled before sipping her tea. “Will you gallantly fight for her once they come to blows?“

Here came the loaded question, whose answer Simon had the gut feeling would influence the rest of this reign going forward. Simon pondered how to reply in a way that would ingratiate himself with the White Unicorn without being too obvious, but his answer came up the moment he conjured the image of Louis’ smirk in his mind.

“No,” Simon finally admitted. “No, I wouldn’t.”

“The braver answer would have been yes,” Elaine teased him.

“I would have supported her if she was putting forward her own claim,” Simon replied earnestly, “but she wants to put Louis on the throne, and he’s insane.”

“We agree on that. His obsession with invading the western continent will bankrupt the realm, or so my father says.” Elaine finally drank from her cup, her gaze hidden. “Truth be told, my father intended to ship me away from court with this marriage and keep me out of trouble. Frightwall is no longer safe for any of us.”

“No, it’s not,” Simon replied, before fishing for information himself. “Is your father going to take a side?”

“Hopefully not. My father aligns more with the Church Party when it comes to internal policies, but my aunts are married to War Party supporters and close to Lady Lauriane’s fiefdom.” Elaine winked at him. “It would be madness to defy Prince Louis in his own backyard.”

She meant it as a quip and misdirection, especially since her conspiracy was very much planning to stab the War Party in its own heartland, but all the pieces fell in place at this moment for Simon. The reason why the Oracle had invested so much effort in establishing a foothold in Magvolia, from placing agents like the Malphas to supporting Satine’s burgeoning independence movement, became obvious to him.

The elf conspiracy wanted access to the Goetia Research Center, probably to sabotage it from the inside and cripple the War Party’s logistics. The Oracle had foreseen that Louis would bring destruction to the world somehow, and he was more or less guaranteed to win the conflict so long as that particular facility remained in his control. The elves had methodically begun to encircle it with loyalists in anticipation of the siege.

It wasn’t just fear of Belzemine falling into Louis’ clutches that caused Patriate to follow us to Telluria back then, Simon thought as he recalled a previous reign. He hoped to keep Louis away from Magvolia to ease the attack on the Goetia Research Center.

Half of the conquered country had risen up in rebellion back then without Louis around to order a bombardment, which allowed Norbelle’s army to besiege the Goetia Research Center before the War Party could organize a defense. That was likely the Oracle’s optimal scenario for the conflict.

That plan would be for naught since Louis hadn’t left for Telluria this time as far as Simon could tell, which guaranteed a longer war the crown-prince had a strong chance of winning.

Unless… unless they found a way in.

“Yes, you would be right,” Simon replied as he sipped from his cup. “If half of what my sister told me about her Crestone research is true, Louis is going to win the struggle for the throne handily.”

“Is it true they’re creating new Classes there?” Elaine asked not so innocently.

“Well… yes, they are.” Simon scratched his cheek in fake embarrassment. “I don’t know the exact details, but I can ask her. Lauriane tells me everything.”

Elaine was a talented spy, but he caught the glint of interest in her eyes all the same.

They wouldn’t let him go now.



The rest of the trip was about as boring as it was uneventful. Elaine entertained Simon with idle chatter, except for the occasional pointed question here and there. He had the strong suspicion she now considered him someone who could be either manipulated or flipped to the conspiracy’s side given time, though it would take a bit before the Malphas truly trusted him.

Simon otherwise had the intuition he wouldn’t be able to gain many levels from this reign, if any. Having the Malphas looking over his shoulders outside Frightwall meant he couldn’t really practice either his crafting or spellcasting for the time being. Win some, lose some.

The airship eventually arrived near twilight in the Eligos Dukedom and its capital city of Surgat. The Eligos castle—or rather palace—dominated fertile plains and its own private canals like the sun with the planets. Unlike most noble fortresses, this one had a tall iron fence covered in roses and ivy for an outer wall. A dense briar labyrinth, gardens, groves, private parks, courtyards, fountains, and even an artificial lake formed the bulk of the property.

The U-shaped palace at the center was rather small in comparison, but it more than made up for it in splendor. It looked a lot more modern than any other noble estate Simon had seen, a three-floored mansion of marble, polished stones, columns, and stained windows.

“Duke Eligos tore down the ancestral keep and rebuilt it to please my aunt,” Elaine said once the airship landed at a private dock inside the property. “The western wing is still unfinished, though she says it’ll be completed by the year’s end.”

Simon would have doubted that claim without the flying gargoyles and creatures hovering over the palace.

Although the imperial army had no qualms about enlisting fiends, often sending the more disciplined ones to the Academy for training, demonbinding and diabolism were heavily restricted in the empire. All members of their kind were dangerous, and the more powerful ones simply required so much miasma to linger on the material plane that they usually started causing trouble in order to spread it further.

Castle Eligos was the first time Simon saw a truly industrial-scale use of infernal creatures. Hundreds of bound imps, gargoyles, and other horned and clawed creatures toiled on the property alongside stone golems and enslaved trolls. Not even Frightwall housed so many monsters in one place, and most sane souls would consider it a tremendous security risk. The mere fact that Justine Eligos could control so many of them spoke volumes about her power.

Speaking of their host, she welcomed them at the airship dock when they climbed down from it. Justine Eligos was quite possibly a living illustration of Endymion’s nobility; a refined woman wearing a black and white silk and a fur dress worth more money than an entire village earned in a year, with golden jewels adorning her bleached blue hair and a fan of precious feathers in hand. Either she was a better actress than her brother, or she had taken quite a liking to the imperial noble lifestyle.

A small army of courtiers and guards followed in her footsteps, almost all of them being handsome young men and singers welcoming their guests with song. There were a handful of major exceptions, though: some of her bodyguards were horned, scaly fiends wielding flaming swords, and a thick, stumpy lumbering hulk of an ogre followed in Justine’s footsteps. This one was muscled and bald, with a stretched leathery orange face beneath a butcher’s garb and black eyes above a puffy, toothy grin. Simon didn’t miss the look of distaste Patriate Malphas sent them, nor the way Lady Justine observed Belzemine and Eole when they stepped down.

“Greetings, brother,” Lady Justine said upon exchanging hasty kisses on the cheek with Patriate and then Elaine. “I didn’t expect you so soon either, my dear niece. You’re among my first guests to arrive.”

“Things have changed a great deal in the capital, and the winds have brought good tidings,” Patriate replied before introducing Simon. “Here is my daughter’s new fiancé, Simon Magnos, baron of Whispermire, alongside Lady Agnes Firewand.”

“Whispermire?” Justine smiled slyly at Simon. “You find me most jealous, milord. I’ve had my eyes on acquiring that land for quite some time.”

“That monster-infested dump?” Simon asked in honest disbelief, before spotting the woman’s ogre sniffing the air at his approach. It was said their kind had a better sense of smell than a hellhound.

“It houses a fascinating ecosystem,” Justine replied. “Whispermire’s Darkwood is an entire forest covered in miasma and inhabited by various monsters. How such a den of darkness sustains itself raises some…” She put her fan beneath her nose. “Interesting questions.”

This one is more dangerous than her siblings. Her gaze reminded Simon of a mix of Duchar and Silk; slyness merged with dangerous obsessions. I also sense some coldness between the siblings…

“It is a pleasure to have you as my guest too, Lady Firewand. Your reputation precedes you.” Justine waited for an answer from Belzemine, then shrugged when she received a frown in response. “I see you are as taciturn as they say.”

“You stink of the Dark, witch,” Belzemine replied with barely concealed disdain.

“As does your home,” Justine mused, before noticing her pet ogre’s grunt of distaste. “What is it, Tomoro? Are our guests’ scents not to your liking?”

“The boy’s a Darkblood, so thick his flesh is poisonous,” the ogre grumbled. “Sleeping Visionary, too. Wasted flavor.”

Darkblood? Simon wondered, having never heard the term before.

Justine immediately stared at Simon with immense interest. “A third eye blinded by the Dark… what a rare combination,” she said, flapping her fan. “Do you happen to have prophetic dreams, my dear?”

Simon blinked in surprise. “Prophetic dreams?”

“Dreams of the future, or flashes of the past. Usually involving violence.”

How did she… Did that ogre smell Elios Magnos’ blood in his descendant’s veins? Some invisible trace of sensitivity to the Dark and foresight? Simon had used his Perk to hide Overlord's darkness behind false light, so it had to be something else. He had already guessed he had inherited some of his ancestor’s Visionary gifts since he had dreamed of what he assumed to be his father’s past deaths, but he had otherwise never actually seen the actual future outside of living out the reigns.

Did she suggest Simon could have genuine and latent foresight?

“Yes,” Simon reluctantly confirmed, knowing the Malphas could easily learn of them by questioning Lauriane or Louis. “They don’t always happen, but… they often do.”

Justine’s eyes gleamed with a dreadful mix of greed and curiosity. “Which ones?”

“Dreams about someone’s death.” She didn’t seem surprised in the slightest, which only aroused Simon’s curiosity. “You suggest I could be a Visionary, even if I lack the third eye?”

“Of course you cannot be a true Visionary without the eye,” Justine replied with a smirk. “But that doesn’t mean you lack gifts of your own.”

“Sister,” Patriate interrupted them with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Surely you won’t bore Lord Simon with your occult talks, will you?”

“You’re wrong, brother. I have piqued his curiosity.” Their host let out a small sigh. “But you are right, I do forget my manners. Welcome to my halls, make yourself at home.”

Simon had the feeling this would be a very interesting stay...
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  True to their standing, Simon’s retinue and the Malphas were introduced to the decrepit ruin they called Duke Eligos in his private quarters.

The palace’s pomp and splendor contrasted terribly with the ruinous state of the master of the house. Already pushing eighty, the man was a bedridden, wrinkled living corpse unable to string two words together. Simon almost mistook him for a reanimated zombie when he first saw him.

Meanwhile, his grandson Henry was a pale, scrawny little boy with curly blond hair and big blue eyes. He was dressed in mourning black and clutched a stuffed bear toy as if his life depended on it. Simon could feel an eeriness radiating from the toy, which Belzemine and Meredith seemed to pick up on as well. 

“Henry dear, please greet our guests,” Justine said with a tone that could almost pass for motherly, if not for its slightly sinister edge. 

“Hello,” the boy said shyly, his smile reserved for Elaine alone. “Hello, Elaine.”

“Greetings, my lovely little cousin,” Elaine replied by kissing him on the forehead. “How fast you grow. You’ll be taller than me at this rate.”

“Only if he eats well,” Justine replied before taking her husband’s hand into her own without eliciting any reaction. “As you can see, my poor husband has been bedridden for some time. I have been doing my best to alleviate his burden.”

I doubt that, Simon thought before answering outloud, “Mayhaps Lady Firewand can help? She is the world’s foremost healer and used anti-aging spells to keep my father vigorous.”

Justine gave him a sly smile that sent chills down his spine. “She is welcome to try.”

Belzemine quickly cast a few analysis and healing spells on Duke Eligos, frowning in disgust as she did. Whatever she gleaned didn’t please her in the slightest.

“This is an empty shell,” she commented, “The man’s soul has departed, leaving only a breathing corpse and vessel.”

Patriate shifted uncomfortably at her words. “Forgive me for doubting you, Lady Firewand, but I was told no life could survive without a soul.”

“This puppet does,” Belzemine replied bluntly. “He would be better off buried.”

“It is not for you to decide whether my husband lives or dies, Lady Firewand,” Justine said, her smile unblemished. “The thought of being separated from him is unbearable, and I would rather keep him at my side for as long as possible.”

Simon studied Patriate and Elaine’s expressions. Although Patriate kept his disgust and unease carefully under wraps, his less experienced daughter scowled in true distaste. Neither of them seemed to get along with Justine. 

Were there cracks in the elf conspiracy? Simon would assume so. He had learned with his cult that any sufficiently large secret organization had leaks, traitors, and weak-points… and he had the sneaking suspicion Justine Eligos might be the key to unraveling this one. 

“My guards will see to your accommodations,” Justine declared. “I am organizing a masquerade ball at the stroke of midnight tomorrow, preceded by an opera three hours earlier. Attendance is mandatory, of course.” She gazed at Simon, her fan coyly hiding her mouth. “Preparations will take up much of my time beforehand, but I can make some room to finish our earlier conversation in private, Lord Simon.”

Elaine scoffed. “Are you trying to lure away my fiancée, dear aunt?”

“I would never dare steal one of yours, my dear niece,” Justine teased her back. “Though I do admit he is a handsome and well-bred young man.”

“It is fine, Elaine,” Simon replied, knowing how the game was played. “Your aunt is right, she did pique my curiosity earlier. Lady Firewand and Meredith can be my chaperones.”

“I would rather have the handsome young Decarabia behind you,” Justine quipped, licking her lips at Leonard. The Dreadnought flatly ignored her, which only seemed to amuse the duchess. The mere fact that she dared to flirt with him in front of her catatonic husband spoke volumes about her utter lack of concern for him. “Very well. If he prefers the company of luggage to my own, I shall indulge him.”

Simon noticed a brief flash of annoyance in Patriate’s eyes. The man clearly wanted to invite himself to the conversation, but doing so would have been both inelegant and suspicious. He simply excused himself while Justine invited them to a private yet opulent study. A roaring fireplace kept ablaze by a small fire elemental lit up high-backed leather chairs and a wooden desk nearby. A cadre of winged demonesses with red, bloody wings and crimson bows kept watch over the area. Simon might have mistaken them for kish if not for the two black holes weeping blood they had in place of eyes. 

“Make yourself at home, Lord Simon,” Justine said upon slouching in her seat, her towering ogre bodyguard looming behind her. “Would you like a refreshment?”

“No, thank you,” Simon replied after taking a seat, his own retainers eying the guards. He didn’t trust anything this woman had to offer him. 

“Your loss,” she said upon snapping her fingers, one of her eyeless creatures quickly serving her a cup of wine. “What a strange boy you are.”

“How so?” Simon inquired. 

“Both your retainers are sensible enough to be wary in a room full of demons, yet you seem neither concerned nor bothered. The thought that they could harm you at all never crossed your mind.”

A sharp one, like her brother, Simon thought as he smiled innocently. “I’ve grown up in a castle full of fiends, including a skull-juggling demon, and I can tell a diabolist of your renown must keep a tight leash on them.”

“Vile flatterer, but you would be right. A wise diabolist does not call what they cannot put down.” 

Belzemine squinted at her in disdain. “There is no such thing as a wise diabolist.”

Simon had rarely seen Belzemine speak up so much without invitation. She had voiced some disdain for Duchar’s studies of the Dark in past reigns, but Justine Eligos truly seemed to annoy her. 

She had a point, though. Simon had learned from experience that while powerful spells could bring mighty creatures under control, magically-compelled loyalty was only a single spell away from turning into treachery. Justine Eligos would better sleep with her door locked at night. 

“I would have thought living with demons for so long would have taught you otherwise, Lady Firewand, but it seems your current master is more open-minded,” Justine said, her eyes staring at Belzemine coldly before moving on to Simon. “Were you aware of your status as a Darkblood?”

“I don’t even know what that term even means,” Simon admitted. 

“Darkblood is an archaic elven term for people with demon blood in their ancestry,” Belzemine informed him. “Either through direct lineage or a blood pact.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “A blood pact?”

“Powerful demons ritually seal pacts with mortals by sharing their blood, infusing their contractors with otherworldly abilities,” Justine explained. “Descendants of people with blood pacts often manifest demonic features.”

“I’ve heard rumors that my ancestor Elios Magnos once served Overlord Mardok,” Simon noted, which surprised Meredith. The news that Elios Magnos had been working for Mardok wasn’t common knowledge. “You think those two formed a blood pact?”

“Possibly.” Lady Justine sipped from her cup. “That or a succubus frolicked with him.”

Simon knew from his father’s genealogical research that no demon had found its way into the family tree, so he learned towards the blood pact possibility. One of his Perks also caused Simon to be treated as a demon for the purpose of magical effects, and his ‘The Delicious’ Title turned his blood poisonous, so the ogre might simply have been smelling that…

No, I had strange dreams long before inheriting the Overlord Class, Simon thought. Lauriane was convinced I had minor foresight for years, too. There’s something more to it. This also fits Asterion’s claim that his kind can only merge with individuals marked by the Dark. 

“Darkblooded families often manifest latent powers down the line, usually in the form of minor demonic traits like forked tongues or horns, or an aptitude for diabolism,” Justine Eligos explained. “Darkblooded people are not uncommon in the empire, but Visionary descendants are rare, and unions between the two are almost unheard of. I believed only Prince Thalas and Princess Norbelle could boast such a unique lineage, and only the latter became a true Visionary in spite of her paternal handicap.”

“Handicap?” Simon noted. What an odd choice of words. “Is being a Darkblood and a Visionary mutually exclusive?”

“They are,” Belzemine confirmed. “Visionaries draw their power from the Light, which reveals the future, whereas Darkblooded people bear traces of the Dark, which shrouds it. That is why the most powerful demons possess innate resistance to divination magic.” 

“The two do not mix well.” Justine Eligos flapped her fan. “If I had to compare it, it would be like putting on a blindfold.” 

Her ogre smirked at Simon. “You would have sprouted a pretty little eye without your demon blood.” 

Simon’s heart skipped a beat. Was that the reason for his dreams? That he would have been born a Visionary if not for the demon blood in his veins suppressing his third eye’s growth and leaving him with diminished prophetic abilities? 

That would explain why he saw what he assumed were echoes of his father’s past reigns. The Overlord’s power was born of the Dark, not to mention that Elios Magnos helped create the Class, and Simon’s foresight gifts had been tainted by it since birth. It could have let him glimpse events related to his father. 

“How do you explain Norbelle then?” Simon asked Belzemine. “The Magnos Darkblood should have inhibited her Visionary gifts.”

“When Prince Thalas failed to come into the world with a third eye, His Majesty had me cast spells on Empress Euphemia while Princess Norbelle was still in the womb,” Belzemine admitted. “This allowed her Visionary gifts to express themselves, granting her both a third eye and enhanced magical aptitude. Even so, I don’t think she would have grown a third eye if her mother didn’t have one already.”

Simon scowled. On one hand, it horrified him to learn his father hadn’t been above experimenting on his own children in the womb; on the other, it also amused him that Balzam’s lineage was to blame for his difficulties in siring Visionary heirs. 

“Spells in the womb, you said?” Justine licked her lips. “You intrigue me, Lady Firewand. Would you kindly share those with me? For academic purposes, of course.”

It was a blatant lie which Belzemine didn’t dignify with a response, though the whole matter piqued Simon’s interest. If spells could allow Norbelle to grow a third eye in spite of her Darkblood’s inhibitions, could it be possible for Simon to unlock or strengthen some of his latent Visionary abilities?

“The same thought crossed both of our minds, Lord Simon,” Justine said with some amusement. “There’s power in your blood, my dear. Latent power. I always theorized that a child of Darkblood and Visionary descent would inherit a diminished, subconscious version of the latter’s gifts, either in the form of dreams or uncontrollable visions.”

“I have dreamed of someone’s violent death since as long as I can remember, until they actually perished,” Simon admitted. “Do you think I could refine that gift?”

“Of course. Maybe you could form pacts with Eidolons, or access enhanced magical abilities, or unique mutations. You are quite the rare creature.” Lady Justine chuckled. “I could help.”

“But not for free,” Simon guessed.

“I am the Merchant’s sister.” Lady Justine covered her mouth with her fan. “The spells Firewand used on your sister will be a start, alongside a pint of your blood. It should serve as a powerful magical reagent for demonbinding rituals. Exclusive access to Whispermire’s Darkwood and any elven artifacts you find there will also smooth things over, I won’t lie.”

Such naked, unabashed greed. Simon had to admit he found honest avarice somewhat refreshing when compared to her family’s constant lies. “What’s in it for you? Forgive me, but you don’t sound like the academic type.”

“And you don’t seem like the dangerous type, Lord Simon, but appearances can be deceiving.” She met his gaze, her eyes cold and piercing. “A normal boy your age wouldn’t so readily join someone like me for a private chat in a room filled with demon guards. It is not that you think I cannot harm you; you know it. You are nowhere near as harmless as you pretend to be.”

Simon smiled thinly. “You would have learned to hide your strengths too, if you had a family like mine.”

“Probably,” Lady Justine conceded. “What of my generous proposition?”

“I’ll think about it.” Besides the fact that Simon didn’t trust her in the slightest, working to unlock demonic powers would clash too much with the image he wished to send for this reign. “All of this is very new to me, you understand.”

“Of course. My door is always open… if you dare to step through the threshold.” She waved at herself with her fan, squinting. “What are your intentions with my niece?”

“None so far,” Simon replied. “I have just learned about this engagement.”

“I suspect she will bore you out of your mind before long. Her father fumbled her education and turned her into a mockingbird. Good for singing and little else.” Lady Justine waved her fan at him. “Now shoo, shoo. Off you go. One of my guards will see you to your quarters.”

It took a rather inflated sense of one’s self-importance to send off a Magnos with an elven archmage at his beck and call away, but Simon simply thanked her and departed. He also noticed that Lady Eligos had never actually answered his question about what she would gain from gaining access to Magnos blood and other spells. She could have wanted it as a reagent to summon more demons, or more likely as a tool to strike at the Magnos family or at least influence them. Cassandra’s fetishes required body parts like hair, nails, or skin to sympathetically affect their targets, and blood formed the strongest connection of all.

It can’t be all acting, Simon thought when his group walked through gilded corridors adorned with mirrors on their way to their destination. Either this Justine is a better comedian than her brother, or she has genuinely taken a liking to imperial intrigue. 

“What do you think of her, Meredith?” Simon asked his retainer. She had spotted Vouivre flying from a very long distance, picked up on the fact that Elaine’s footsteps didn’t produce any noise, and other details which had come in handy over his previous reigns. If anyone could notice something Simon had overlooked, it would be her. 

Meredith scowled and hesitated for a moment before answering, “There is something wrong with House Malphas, Your Highness. I would tread carefully in their company.”

“Was it the naked greed and demons everywhere that tipped you off?” Simon quipped.

“There is more to them than meets the eye,” Meredith replied with a frown. “Have you noticed that Lady Eligos keeps calling Your Highness and Ser Leonard young, when she is not that much older than either of you?”

No, Simon hadn’t noticed that detail. It was indeed strange now that he thought of it. It could simply be an expression without any substance, but his gut told him there was more to it.

Meredith was right; something about the Malphas’ had rubbed him the wrong way the moment Simon met them. Their duplicitous nature, the lack of records on their origins, the fact they played such a long game his time-traveling father had failed to pick up on them… 

Elaine could be older than she looks, since half-elves lived longer than humans from what Simon had gathered, but… no, Patriate would have had to sire her while young, if they were even related at all. 

Come to think of it, each Malphas took care to incinerate their own corpses in previous reigns, not just Elaine, Simon thought. Why would Patriate be so thorough? It would make sense if he was a half-elf like his daughter, but many end up sterile like mules, and I've heard those who aren't can only reproduce with pureblooded humans or elves anyway. Could it be to hide the fact he’s not related to Elaine, or not human at–

Simon stopped in the middle of the corridor, as the truth hit him like a military train. Meredith nearly bumped into him. 

“Your Highness?” she asked with concern. 

“I, uh… I felt something foul in the air,” Simon said, which wasn’t entirely a lie. A dark and novel idea had crossed his mind. 

No… No, that would be insane, Simon told himself once they resumed their walk. A spell ought to have revealed their true nature if that were the case… but it would explain their patience, their willingness to risk everything to save Belzemine, Patriate’s secret elf name, and the Oracle’s belief they could infiltrate the empire for a very long period of time. They would just need a steady supply of manaliths a Lord-Treasurer and two spellcasting duchesses could easily afford.

Simon had seen two goddamn dragons walk among humans undetected, so it was entirely possible. So much would make sense if the Malphas family were like Casval or Vouivre. The how they achieved it and avoided detection for so long remained a big question mark, but one of Simon’s own passive Perks caused him to be treated as a Demon for the purpose of magical effects.

Why couldn’t there be one that treated its wearers as human? 

Simon put those thoughts aside when they reached his luxurious private quarters on the second floor, with the Malphas and his other retainers already present. Elaine was showcasing noble robes to Eole in an attempt to find one that fit her, whereas Lord Patriate was putting on various masks.

“Tell me, Lord Simon,” he said, switching from a pearly domino mask to one that covered his entire visage. “Which of these suit me best?”

You mean the mask on your face, or the one that is your face? Simon wondered before answering, “Both fit you well, Lord Malphas, but you are easily recognizable with the former.”

“Yes, I thought as much,” the man replied with a small, genial sigh. 

“I hope my aunt didn’t frighten you, Lord Simon,” Elaine teased him. “She is quite the eccentric personality, I’m sure you’ll agree.” 

“She was as charming as she was frightening,” Simon replied, “She welcomed us in a room filled with demon guards.”

“My sister does that often. It amuses her to frighten newcomers.” Patriate gave him a smile of feigned sympathy. “I hope it did not unsettle you too much.”

“Not at all,” Simon replied with a shrug. “It’s just demons. I’ve watched Gourmand’s spectacles since I was eight. His kind does not frighten me.”

“You were braver than me then, Lord Simon,” Elaine flattered him. Her father nodded in confirmation, though Simon caught a glimpse of wariness in his eyes.

For now, Simon had decided on the image of ambivalence. Trying to look harmless would both fail because he would give himself away and appear deceitful at worst, or just be dismissed outright otherwise. No one brought a craven weathervane into a conspiracy. Simon had instead settled on appearing just a bit more confident and braver than he appeared at first glance, but not too much as to arouse suspicion. He would have to be very careful so as not to arouse Patriate’s suspicions while still giving off the feel of someone who could become an asset if properly motivated. 

Simon’s gaze lingered on Eole’s current dress. She had to settle on a lovely gown that left the shoulders exposed to let her unfold her wings. 

“I don’t think Eole’s identity will remain a secret for long,” he pointed out. 

“I’m planning to wear fake wings, to help with the mystery,” Elaine mused with a thin smile. “Lady Firewand and Lady Meredith should join in on the fun. I could commission wings of different colors.”

“That might start a fad,” her father said. “My sister plans to invite over a thousand guests, Lord Simon.”

“Any particular guest I should look forward to seeing this night?” Simon inquired, although he already had a pretty good idea of the kind of people who would attend it. “Thalas isn’t on the invite list, I hope?”

Elaine let out a laugh too high-pitched for it to be genuine. “He and Lady Shax are in Telluria right now, but we will have other honorable figures,” she said, “Duke and Lady Flauros, the Lord-Mayor Amenadiel, half the Magvolian old aristocracy…”

All of whom either rose in rebellion against the War Party or planned to in support of the monarchy, Simon recalled. Lady Eligos should have called it the Traitor’s Ball. 

Simon could see the writing on the walls thanks to his foresight. Malphas planned to gather the entire conspiracy in one place in order to relay the all-important information that Balzam Magnos had been slain and their plans for a war would proceed apace. That was something he simply couldn’t afford to trust to messengers, lest he start a leak. 

Neither was Simon’s invitation an accident. Masquerades were a golden opportunity to hold secret gatherings while incognito, or isolate specific individuals. If everything unfolded as Simon suspected, Patriate Malphas would try to approach Belzemine, lure her away from the rest of the group, and then either break her slave brands or try to exfiltrate her. Giving her a set of wings of a specific color ensured the Malphas could keep track of her in the crowd and easily provide an excuse for her ‘disappearance.’

It was a clever plot, and one that Simon would happily subvert.  

“Shabram,” Simon telepathically contacted his spymistress. “Have you placed spies in the Flauros entourage, as I have asked of you?”

“Yes and no, Your Majesty. Infiltrating their inner circles has proven extraordinarily difficult, but some members of their staff answer to me.”

“That will suffice. I just need to know about the Flauros family’s costumes so I can identify them.” If everything went according to plan, Simon should uncover all the major figures involved in the elf conspiracy at the ball and infiltrate its higher echelons. “I will keep you informed.”

“What of you, Lord Simon?” Patriate asked him with a honeyed smile. “Do you already have a disguise in mind?”

“All I can say is that you won’t see it coming,” Simon replied with a wicked grin on his lips. I can promise you that, you treacherous, shapeshifting elf bastard.
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  The traitors' ball opened up with an opera.

Lady Justine had built herself a private theater in her palace, and invited artists from all across the world to entertain her guests. Simon sat through three hours of Fablan masked pantomime, Cocagnian magical ballet, and then a live performance of the famous Gargauth opera showcasing the Second Overlord’s rise and fall from his point of view, where he was portrayed as a paper dragon who received his just comeuppance from Balzam the Just and Saintess Euphemia.

Simon thought he would hate a play based on his father, but it ended up being so absurdly inaccurate—down to portraying Balzam as a hammy warrior torn between his ‘eternal love’ for his dead first wife and his burgeoning affection for ‘kind’ Euphemia—that he couldn’t help but find it darkly comedic. The decision to showcase Gargauth as a dimwitted manchild lizard with an inexplicable obsession with virgin princesses was also both questionable and undoubtedly hilarious. The actors really carried the show on their performance alone.

The only other opera Simon had witnessed in his life was a performance back in Valne, and he had to admit he was starting to grow fond of these performances. Eole was right, perhaps he should try to become a bard one day. Maybe he would live a reign as a minstrel in the future, should necessity allow it.

After the opera, the guests were invited to put on their masks and costumes before mingling with everyone. Simon’s group was one of the last to show up in order to be fashionably late. Both Leonard and Meredith showed up in their Class outfits to act as security. Eole came dressed with a simple golden mask and a white dress that showcased her graceful figure well, whereas Belzemine wore a gown with a pair of false green wings.

They were both splendid, yet it was Simon’s ‘disguise’ that caught the most gazes. Many guests gasped and muttered at his approach. Their disbelief was palpable, but no one had yet to dare approach him to confirm their suspicions.

Reactions from his retinue were mixed. Meredith bit her lips in embarrassment while Eole covered her mouth to suppress her laughter. Even Belzemine seemed a tiny bit amused by the sheer absurdity of the situation.

Leonard eventually cleared his throat behind him. “If I may, Your Highness–”

“Please call me Your Majesty in public, Leonard,” Simon insisted.

“Your Majesty, there is a thin frontier between audacity and insanity,” Leonard said. “Should word of this reach Frightwall–”

“Then they can take their issues to my father,” Simon replied as they approached the ballroom. “Now hush, we have a role to play.”

The ball was said to be hosting a thousand and a half guests, and the palace’s ballroom venue could easily hold that many people. Hundreds of masked men and women wearing the latest imperial fashion were gathered under phantasmal candelabras lit by dancing illusory ghosts and served by a small army of imp waiters. Wine and water fountains provided all the refreshment the guests needed, alongside tables covered in the realm’s finest food.

An orchestra played a symphony on a stage, while Lady Justine dominated the gathering from atop a private dais. She came dressed to this ball with a silver mask covering the upper part of her face and a feathered gown of multicolored feathers, with little masked Henry sitting on her lap. They sat on thrones fanned by two demons, with a small line of courtiers walking up to them to either pay their respect or offer her gifts.

Lady Justine was the first to spot him entering the ballroom, and she clearly struggled to hide her laughter behind her fan. The ballroom otherwise fell eerily silent when he arrived, except for gasps and the sound of the occasional glass hitting the floor.

After all, who would dare show up to a masked ball full of traitors disguised as the Overlord?

He hadn’t been foolish enough to come in the actual Class outfit itself—the risk of discovery would have been too great—but a combination of pilfered knight armor and a ring of Fiendmask crafted by Belzemine turned him into the perfect lookalike of his own Overlord form. None could tell him apart from his father.

The real beauty of it all was that Balzam’s death remained a secret outside of a select few, so as far as most were concerned, the person in front of them might actually be the real Overlord coming to attend the party of the year.

Simon glanced at the silent crowd through his helmet’s slits, his eyes searching for the Flauros and Malphas families. He didn’t see them, but he was sure they were among the crowd. The silence was deafening, and almost unsettling.

What would Balzam do in this situation?

Oh yes, arbitrarily assert his dominance.

“Firewand, this ball’s mood is too dark,” Simon declared, pointing a finger at the nearest noble with the longest mantle. “Set that peasant’s cloak on fire to lighten it up.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Belzemine replied before snapping her fingers. The nobleman’s mantle caught fire all of a sudden, and everyone in his vicinity screamed in alarm. The man ran towards the nearest fountain in his panic, much to Simon’s amusement. His helmet turned his laughter into a deep and cavernous sound that echoed into the ballroom. Eole seemed torn between condemning the gesture and being amused in spite of herself, whereas Leonard and Meredith were clearly dying of shame inside.

Well, he had warned them he might need to act the part.

Masked gargoyle guards with pitchforks all looked up to Lady Justine, waiting for her decision on whether to intervene or not… which she did.

“Your Majesty!” Lady Justine declared from atop her throne, a wide smile on her face. “How kind of you to grace us with your presence tonight!”

“A pity you failed to inform your guests that I would be attending this celebration,” Simon replied while struggling to suppress a fit of laughter. He had to give it to her; she knew how to roll with a joke.

“My apologies, I wanted to keep up the surprise and to keep your first dance for myself.” She put Henry aside and walked down her dais up to him and offered him her hand. “Shall we open the ball, Your Majesty?”

“With pleasure,” he replied gallantly. He let go of Eole and Belzemine to take center stage in the middle of the ballroom, taking Lady Justine’s hand into his own as guards pushed guests back to give them space.

Mmm? Simon sensed a familiar rush coursing through his veins. Huh, I actually got some experience from this farce.

Perhaps he should try to impersonate his father in a future reign. Only the assassin knew about his death within the first hour or so of the reigns, so disposing of the body and putting on a Fiendmask would be relatively easy. Simon doubted it would be a good idea until he had identified the actual killer, but he folded the idea into a corner of his mind for later.

“They are terrified of you,” Lady Justine mused once they began to waltz. Dancing in armor was a bit cumbersome, but Simon had grown used to wearing it over the course of his reigns. “They can’t make up their mind whether you are indeed the Overlord they should suck up to or an imposter about to be smote for his insolence, and the uncertainty paralyzes them.”

“Between us, I signed Balzam Magnos in the guestbook,” Simon replied. “It’s only a matter of time before someone notices.”

She actually chuckled at that. “I wonder how you can dance straight with balls that big. Would you have dared to do this if your father weren’t in the ground?”

“Probably not,” Simon admitted. His father might have taken some amusement at the charade, but he would have been more likely to see it as a threat to his authority and react poorly. “I wonder how long it’ll take until the secret of my father’s death stops being one. Patriate cannot keep his tongue tied.”

“You would be surprised. Obviously, he couldn’t keep something so big from me. A war is coming.”

Simon scoffed. “Is there any doubt?”

“To be honest, I would rather avoid one and keep my head on my shoulders, but the tide of events points to its inevitability.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Then again, I might be worrying too much. There is little my niece has to fear with a crafty seer for a husband.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Lady Justine.”

“I think otherwise.” She met his gaze. “Those dreams didn’t just cover your father’s death, am I wrong?”

Simon hesitated about how to answer. He had expected such a question when his dreams and hidden Visionary potential came up, but he had to be careful to reveal just enough tidbits to sound like an asset without showing too much of his hand.

“I don’t think half of what I saw will come to pass,” Simon replied. “Or if it does, the dreams have to be metaphorical.”

“They could be. What troubles you, my child?”

“I… I have a vision that keeps coming up,” Simon answered, “Of airships bearing the War Party’s flag raining fire down upon cities and forests, followed by a giant sword slicing a manatree apart while a black comet glows in the sky.”

Lady Justine’s smile faded into a scowl. “A giant sword cutting down a manatree?”

“Do you understand now why I say this has to be a metaphor of some sort?” Simon replied, secretly relishing in the sheer audacity of the gesture. With some luck, this would be eerily similar to whatever prophecy convinced the Oracle that Louis had to be stopped. “It seemed so vivid and yet unbelievable…”

“I wouldn’t exclude any scenario at face value. The world has seen many strange things.” Their waltz came to an end, to the polite applause of a spooked crowd. “My, will there be anyone brave enough to dance with you next?”

“There are,” Simon said upon turning to Eole and addressing her in elven. “Do you dance, Eole?”

“I do,” she confirmed upon joining him.

Lady Justine picked another noble to be her partner, and soon other confident couples took over the dance floor. The shock of the disguised Overlord had now somewhat passed, though others gave him a wide berth.

Simon found himself guiding Eole through the waltz, his hand pressed on her back. She seemed a little clumsier than usual and largely left him to take the lead. “Is something wrong, Eole?”

“My people’s dances are less… regimented than this one,” Eole admitted. “I am learning, though.”

“So long as you’re having fun.”

“I am,” she said with a wide, genuine smile. “You should open up a theater.”

“We could do that one day.” That would give Simon something to look forward to after preventing the civil war, the Zodiac Parade, and all the assassination attempts on his person. “Elaine told me she asked you to sing the closing melody?”

“She did.” Eole bit her lip. “You were right, the Malphas’ are more than what they seem. They have asked me too many questions about Vouivre, Telluria, and shifter politics for it to merely be innocent curiosity. I think they are planning something here at this party.”

“I think so as well,” Simon replied as he sensed a presence brushing against his mind.

“Your Majesty,” Belzemine contacted him through telepathy. “A man matching Lord Robert Flauros’ description invited me to dance with him. How should I react?”

“Hesitantly accept,” Simon replied mentally. He had suspected that a Flauros would be the one to approach her, since she would recognize Patriate’s voice and distrust it. “He will likely lead you to a private area and then remove your Brands. Proceed with the plan after we lose contact.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

If Simon was correct, then his next dancing partner should approach him the moment he finished his waltz with Eole and keep him busy while the Flauros scion isolated Belzemine away from onlookers.

And he was right.

True to her earlier promise, Elaine Malphas came wearing a black dress adorned with fake wings to match Eole’s real ones. Simon easily recognized her allure in spite of her porcelain mask covering the upper part of her face, and the flamboyant courtier in red and black next to her was likely her father.

“A dance, Your Majesty?” Elaine asked, her voice clear.

“With pleasure,” Simon replied before surrendering Eole to Patriate and sharing a dance with his fiancée. “I was looking for you.”

“Did you fear another noble would steal me away?” Elaine mused once they began to waltz. Simon spotted Belzemine with Lord Robert Flauros on the other side of the ballroom. “I still can’t believe you came dressed like this. It is so brazen it borders on foolish.”

“This may be the one and only time I can pull something like this,” Simon replied as the song changed. Did it serve as some sort of signal for the various traitors to organize? For now, he pretended not to notice anything. “I would rather dance on my father’s grave, but I will settle on besmirching his name.”

“It worked,” Elaine replied. “Quite a few guests actually believe you are Balzam himself.”

“Are you unhappy with it?”

“I love a practical joke,” she said, though Simon couldn’t tell whether she was truthful or not, “But my father wasn’t as amused as my aunt. You spooked many people.”

Which was the goal, Simon thought. The conspiracy was now forced to show its hand, whether by involving him or forcing him to unmask at the ball’s end, because the fear that Balzam Magnos might still be alive and among them would be enough to cow many potential supporters. “And here I hoped it would help you loosen up.”

She chuckled. “Truly?”

“Don’t take it personally, but I’ve grown up surrounded by backstabbers and madmen,” Simon said. “I can sense you’re keeping your true self close to your chest and aren’t honest with me. I would rather know you, you understand?”

“Yes, I do.” Elaine took a deep breath and, for the first time since he met her, Simon had the feeling he could truly catch a glimpse of the real person behind the facade. “To be blunt, I was afraid you would be just another Magnos prince.”

Simon scoffed behind his helmet. “I’m not sure how I should take that.”

“As a compliment,” Elaine replied bluntly. “Prince Louis is mad, Prince Thalas is a petty bully, and even Prince Dassein shipped Eole to Frightwall to serve as a slave concubine. Cruelty runs deep in your house.”

“I count myself fortunate for my mother keeping me away from them for years,” Simon replied earnestly once their dance came to an end. “Another round?”

“I was about to ask,” Elaine said. Simon noticed both Eole and Belzemine’s dancing duos were gone when the song quickly resumed. “I won’t lie, I’m pleasantly surprised. I regret not talking to you earlier back in Frightwall. You’re unlike the other Magnos children.”

“Because I don’t look down on you?”

“For a start, and you’re earnest.” The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Simon, who was thankful his helmet hid his expression. “This empire is built on so many lies, and truthful people are a rare breed.”

“Now you understand why I was so determined to leave it,” Simon replied. “Honestly, this ball just solidified my opinion. So many worms here would kill their parents if the Overlord ordered them to.”

Elaine smiled mysteriously. “People are more resilient than you think, Simon.”

Playing coy, are we? “Hardly. I doubt they’ll even think about rising up when my father’s death becomes public,” Simon replied. “Louis frightens them too much, and Euphemia holds Frightwall. The Warrior and the Judge scare them almost as much as the Overlord.”

“Maybe… but they’re not the Overlord either.” Elaine didn’t give him time to breathe once the song reached its end. “Another dance?”

“Again?”

“Don’t tell me you’re tired, especially now that we’re finally making a breakthrough,” Elaine teased him lightly.

“Fine,” Simon replied as the two whirled together again for the third time in a row. Leonard and Meredith had loosened up enough to join the dance floor by now, though Belzemine and Eole were still missing.

Simon quickly learned why when he sensed the bond connecting him to Belzemine shatter in the back of his mind. Having mentally prepared himself for it, he continued to dance without showing any reaction.

It begins, Simon thought before addressing Elaine outloud. “You truly think people will rebel once they think my father’s dead?”

“I do,” Elaine agreed. “The situation would have been different if another Magnos had inherited the throne to keep the empire united, but the new Overlord is a stranger and unaccounted for.”

Hence why your father murdered me when the High Council tried to turn me into a puppet ruler. “True… until a Magnos kills the new one and takes the Class. That Casval’s days are numbered.”

“Would it work even if they kill him?” Elaine pointed out. “If a testament can indeed allow an Overlord to pick a successor and if the Class doesn’t transfer to their killer, then everything we assumed about how it works is wrong. Maybe the Crimson Throne found the Magnos line unworthy and passed them over.”

She’s not wrong, Simon thought. He had already reached the conclusion that the testament barely affected the Overlord Class transfer, if at all. He strongly suspected it simply went to whoever had killed the last Overlord the most. Which would be Vouivre or Casval in my case… another dragon with the Class is not a pleasant thought. 

Elaine took his silence for thoughtfulness. “I just blew your mind, didn't I?”

“I didn’t think of it,” Simon lied. “But now that I do… if the Overlord is crushed under a rock, would the rock become the new Overlord?”

For once, Elaine’s laughter sounded genuine and rang out until the song’s end. An imp walked up to them once the dance reached its conclusion.

“Your Majesty, Lady Justine calls for you and your dancing companion,” the demonic creature said. “A gathering most selective you must attend.”

“A gathering?” Simon asked, though his heart skipped a beat in anticipation. All was going as he predicted. “Do you know anything about this, Elaine?”

“Yes,” she replied warily, though she quickly corrected her expression. “We shouldn’t make my aunt wait.”

I am either going to be disposed of if I’m considered too high a risk, or introduced into the conspiracy. Simon glanced at Leonard and Meredith, who had stopped dancing and observed them with a hint of concern. “Enjoy yourselves,” he reassured them, “I will be back shortly.”

He and Elaine walked after the imp, leaving his two retainers behind. A few nobles almost immediately swarmed them the moment Simon left. Those two would be extensively grilled by the nobility to check whether or not their master was indeed the Overlord.

The imp guided them to a heavily guarded lounge on the upper floor. Lady Justine personally arrived to greet them on the threshold alongside a cadre of demonesses. Her ogre bodyguard carried a thick scroll in his hands.

“My niece, Lord Simon,” she said upon seeing them, dropping the charade. “The next room is a mask-off area, for security purposes. You’ll have to leave your helmet and mask behind.”

“Security?” Simon asked, feigning slight surprise. “Elaine… what’s going on here?”

Elaine’s gaze went from him to her aunt. “Did my father agree to let him in?”

“Yes. She insisted he be involved, because he was kind and sympathetic to her during her stay in Frightwall.” Lady Justine flapped her fan, and her ogre bodyguard presented Simon with a document. “Nonetheless, I insisted that he sign the pact for everyone’s safety.”

Simon glanced at the document, which was some sort of contract written in both Endymian and abyssal runes. It was written in blood, like all demonic documents, and signed by dozens of people… including Eole.

“Other esteemed guests have vouched for you, but we require… guarantees,” Lady Justine explained. “This is a devil’s contract that will bind your soul the moment you sign. It will strike you with powerful penalties should you violate its contents.”

“A devil’s contract?” Simon asked as he read the document. The text was relatively short and to the point, preventing him from sharing anything of what he learned inside the lounge under the pain of being immediately struck mute, magically slain, and being hounded by demons if he somehow survived. “Am I being blackmailed?”

“You need to sign it out of your own free-will for the effect to work, so you cannot be coerced. I promise your safety and that there will be no personal consequences to your person should you refuse, though obviously we’ll keep an eye on you so you don’t speak of this to anyone.” Lady Justine flapped her fan at him. “Don’t tell me you will chicken out at the last minute after the stunt you just pulled in my ballroom?”

“You wanted proof that things can change in Endymion,” Elaine said. She had fully dropped all of her earlier courtesy. “Beyond this threshold is the proof, and your chance to make a difference. Don’t waste it, Simon.”

“I would have you sign with your blood, but we moved on to ink a while back,” Lady Justine quipped. “Sign with your real name this time.”

Simon feigned hesitation. Truth be told, he was already set on signing, but he was wise enough not to look too eager. No one in their right mind would be eager to magically contract with such dubious people, especially when surrounded by demonic guards. He said nothing for a good minute, his eyes traveling from one person to another before fixating on Eole’s name signed on the registry as if it were the decisive factor.

“I want to see her first,” he demanded warily.

“Concerned for your retainer? You might have competition for his heart, Elaine.” Lady Justine turned to one of the guards. “Bring the kish.”

A minute later, Eole stepped out of the lounge with a wide smile on her face. “Simon, it’s amazing,” she said in elvish, her voice brimming with enthusiasm. “Beyond anything I expected.”

“I’m relieved to see you safe,” Simon said, glaring at Justine. “Did she threaten you?”

“No, no. Firewand and I insisted that you come. We–” She held her breath for a second, perhaps because the contract sent her a mental warning not to say too much. “I cannot say more until you sign, but I swear to you you will not regret it.”

It was as you predicted, went unsaid. Simon pretended to hesitate a moment before signing with a quill provided by an imp majordomo. He felt the contract’s power take hold the moment he wrote down his full name. Such a contract made for a rather effective defense to protect a spy ring.

A pity his Treacherous Title would let him violate the terms without any penalties, but Simon gave them points for trying.

This is going well. Showing up dressed as the Overlord had alleviated most suspicions about himself, because no one in their right mind would wear that armor to a traitor’s ball, and no loyal thrall of Endymion would dare disrespect their tyrant of a leader by assuming his identity. Audacity opens so many doors.

“Now, tell me what’s going on,” Simon all but ordered Elaine. “This party is just a cover, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Elaine replied with a sigh of relief. Had she feared he would refuse and need to be executed? “You’ll understand the moment you step inside.”

“Come,” Eole said upon taking his hand. Her enthusiasm was palpable. “Come and see.”

Simon removed his helmet, left it in an imp’s hand, and followed his allies inside the lounge. It was a large, windowless plush salon where dozens of people had gathered to sit on comfortable sofas, including Lord Robert Flauros, Patriate, Belzemine, and a few others he didn’t recognize. A certain, familiar banner sat atop the burning fireplace.

The white on blue flag of the White Unicorn.

He was in.
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  “The White Unicorn?” Simon asked while feigning surprise. “You are with the White Unicorn?”

“The people’s spirits are not so easily broken,” Elaine replied with a faint smile. “House Magnos’ reckoning has been in preparation for a very, very long time.” 

“I have been organizing such gatherings since I finished the palace’s renovations, though tonight’s guests nearly cancelled it,” Lady Justine boasted upon slouching on a sofa. “Are you reassured now that you have seen his face?”

“What madness possessed you to disguise yourself as the Overlord?” Robert Flauros admonished Simon. “Many almost backed out of this gathering out of fear that Balzam Magnos was attending this ball.”

“If you had told me this party was a front for the White Unicorn, I would have come as the Paladin,” Simon replied, which drew chuckles from a few of the people present. “I just… I don’t understand how my father and Shabram could miss a conspiracy this big. Lord Malphas has been in my father’s service for years; he should have picked up on your true sympathies.”

“My family was never on the Overlord’s side,” Lord Patriate admitted. “The Oracle’s plans stretch across decades and centuries. We were planted many years back with false identities, with orders to climb the empire’s echelons and accumulate as much influence as we could. We played the role of loyal subjects until our orders finally came.”

“The night my father was slain,” Simon said, smirking as he fished for more information. “Did you do the deed? If so, then I owe you my gratitude.”

“Thank you, but it would be misplaced,” Patriate replied politely. “My task was to smuggle in a special weapon called the Mana Sword into Frightwall’s chapel, where the Oracle predicted Balzam’s assassin would find it.”

“The assassin?” Simon’s eyes widened slightly. “You don’t know who killed my father?” 

“That information was deemed so sensitive that the Oracle kept it to herself. She alone knows who picked the sword.”

“Which is a pickle, because that mystery assassin still holds the Mana Sword,” Justine complained. “Whereas now we have a new Overlord to deal with.”

Patriate sighed. “Our agents are trying to locate this Casval, but I admit we neglected Telluria and have little to no presence on the ground there. I hope Lady Eole’s knowledge of the shifter tribes will help us.”

This information disappointed Simon. The Oracle was so big on operational security that she centralized all key information around herself, even something as critical as her chosen assassin for the Overlord. She wasn’t so different from Balzam in that regard. 

Then again, it made sense. The Overlords continuously ruined her plans by mysteriously divining them before they happened. Simon would have been extremely paranoid too, in her place.

It also seemed the assassin didn’t directly work for the Oracle, or at least not as a direct part of her conspiracy. It must have been either a contracted killer capable of infiltrating Frightwall like the Rogue, or someone already inside the castle like Louis or Euphemia. Simon wondered if investigating who attended the chapel on the day of Balzam’s murder would yield more insight into the matter.

Nonetheless, learning the mere fact that the White Unicorn had little to no presence in Telluria was already valuable information in itself. This explained why Vouivre had such an easy time establishing a foothold there and why the Malphas family decided to personally pursue Louis there in the reign where he visited the Academy. They simply had no one else to send. 

This was Simon’s opportunity to learn almost everything. 

“What will you do now, Lord Simon?” Lady Justine asked him pointedly. “Our contract only forbids you from revealing our secrets to outsiders, but it doesn’t compel you to help us.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “You would let me go after I learned all this?”

“Do you take us for the Overlord?” Lord Patriate replied with a hint of disdain. “We don’t force people to join us. You have all of our gratitude for helping smuggle Lady Eole and Lady Firewand out of Frightwall, so we’re willing to help you leave Endymion and disappear as you originally planned if you do not wish to fight with us.”

“But it would help us a great deal if you did,” Elaine admitted. “We could work together to change things for the better.”

By hastening a deadly civil war and bombing Frightwall? Simon nonetheless pretended to be cautiously interested. “I’m… I’m willing to listen for now.”

“Very good,” Lord Patriate said upon inviting him to sit with Elaine. “I suggest we all switch to elvish so Lady Eole can join the conversation. Let us start with a roundtable introduction.”

And so, Simon was introduced to two dozen high-ranked conspirators from all across Magvolia and western Endymion. Most of the people present didn’t surprise him all that much, since he had seen them rise against Louis or in support of Princess Satine’s failed revolution, but a handful had done neither. These hidden members were nobles or powerful merchants from other imperial regions like Valendre or Navarre, or even the imperial heartland. Simon assumed they had either chickened out at the last second like the Eligos did, or preserved their cover by playing the long-game. Nobody present came from the eastern tributaries like Fablan or Telluria, which told Simon the conspiracy mostly focused its efforts in the west due to a combination of its proximity to their allies in Lore and the War Party’s stronghold. Infiltrating the Church Party’s dominions must have been deemed a lower priority since Euphemia was more amenable to compromise.

This meeting also allowed Simon to meet with Lord Robert’s father, Duke Rufus Flauros, and his wife Anselma. The former was a middle-aged man with a graying blond and well-trimmed beard, short hair, his son’s eyes, and a solemn face that didn’t inspire much warmth. The red doublet bearing the burning leopard standard of his house seemed more lively than the man wearing it. 

His wife was more interesting. Simon had already seen her portrait from Shabram’s files, but seeing her in the flesh said more than any picture. Although her face was almost identical to her twin sister Justine's, besides the auburn hair, her smile was warm rather than sharp, her dress modest rather than extravagant, and her posture more regal.

“Greetings, Lord Simon,” she said when he gallantly kissed her hand. “Lady Firewand spoke highly of you.”

“She did?” Simon asked as he turned to look at Belzemine, who seemed uncomfortable all of a sudden. He had extensively drilled her on what to do for this event, including to not look at him for orders, but she was no trained spy. “You look… different, Lady Firewand.”

“I am… free,” she said. Not with triumph, but with uncertainty. “Free to… speak my mind.”

“Free?” Simon’s eyes lingered on her chest and ‘noticed’ the absence of slave brands on her skin. “The Overlord’s Brand… it’s gone.”

“Me and my sister’s life work,” Lady Anselma explained as she presented Simon with a small silver dagger covered in elven runes. “This weapon severs any magical slave brand it touches.”

“But I thought the Overlord’s slave brands were impossible to remove,” Simon said, feigning surprise. 

“They aren’t,” Lady Justine replied with a scoff. “The Overlord’s brands are a highly advanced form of demonic pact that can bind a target’s soul to the Overlord’s, even when coerced into submission. Like all contracts and curses, they must include an exit clause: in this case, the Overlord failing to provide the promised ‘benefit’ or revoking the brand.”

“What these daggers do, truly, is to transmit false information to the recipient’s brand that the Overlord failed to deliver the benefit, which causes a paradox and voids the contract without harming the recipient,” Lady Anselma explained. “We planned to use it to free Lady Firewand for years, but we knew the Overlord would sense her freedom and come investigate, so we had to wait for Balzam Magnos’ demise and form a secure evacuation plan before proceeding.” 

“I see…” Simon never imagined such a loophole existed in the Devil Brands, or at least in a way that could be exploited. For a weapon to impersonate the Overlord Class’ soulbound command… Crafting these devices must have demanded decades of study and experimentation, perhaps even centuries, especially since removing some Brands should actively harm the holder. “Can I touch it?”

“Yes, of course,” Lady Anselma said. “We have a handful.”

Simon grabbed the dagger’s handle and edge, but though his Class spirit filled his heart with burning hatred and a nagging demand to shatter the blade for the insult it represented, he didn’t sense any loss of connection to Shabram or Duchar. The dagger only worked when used on the slave, not the master.

Could Simon cover that weakness in the brands? They were automatically applied when he used the associated Perks, so he couldn’t exactly modify them himself. A Title might get around the issue depending on the Crimson Throne’s whims, but he knew too little about his own powers to judge that possibility for now. 

“This device will change a lot,” Simon said upon returning the dagger. “Many of my father’s generals were kept in line by their brands.”

“Many slaves in Telluria would rise up should they learn their slave tattoos can be removed too,” Eole said with enthusiasm. “I can recommend many shifter tribes that would gladly join our side should we give them this dagger.”

Lady Anselma nodded in support. “Creating copies will take time, but we can craft more now that we have confirmed that they work.”

“Which brings us to the matter at hand, now that introductions are complete.” Lord Patriate clasped his hands. “Now that Lady Firewand has been successfully exfiltrated from Frightwall, the Oracle has foreseen that the Goddess’ Judgment will fall upon this cursed castle on the agreed-upon date.”

“The Goddess’ Judgment?” Eole asked with a frown. 

“A powerful astromancy spell cast from Illusea by the Oracle herself,” Lady Anselma explained. “It can only be cast once per year, on the 30th day of the month of Nivose, at a specifically marked location. It will lay down Frightwall and decapitate Endymion’s leadership.”

Lady Justine waved her fan. “I say we cancel that plan.”

Patriate frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t you see the golden opportunity we have, my dear brother?” She waved her fan at Simon. “We have a Magnos in bed with your daughter, who is coincidentally close to Lauriane Magnos. Why not put one of them on the throne once Louis is out of the picture? We could preserve and reform the empire from within rather than tear it apart back into petty fiefdoms.”

“The plan–”

“Whose plan? The Oracle’s? The one that changes every morning?” Justine sneered dismissively, which took Simon slightly aback. She clearly didn’t have a high opinion of the Oracle. “The Mana Sword was meant to kill the Overlord in a way that would have prevented the killer or anyone else from inheriting the Class, with the Goddess’ Judgment destroying Frightwall and the Crimson Throne to prevent the possibility of recovery… Yet the Class found a new vessel anyway. If the first step has already failed, what guarantee do we have that the second will yield fru–”

“Wait!” Simon’s head perked up, his heart skipping a beat. “What did you just say?!”

Lady Justine raised an eyebrow. “The part about your sister, or the Overlord?”

“The latter,” Simon replied, unable to contain his curiosity. “You have found a way to prevent the Overlord Class from passing from one holder to another?”

“We thought we did,” Lady Justine corrected him, her fan covering her mouth. “Alas, the Oracle’s predictions once again proved wrong.”

“It wouldn’t say they were wrong, just slightly off,” Lord Rufus Flauros said diplomatically. “The Oracle informed us she can still perceive the assassin in her latest message to us, so they didn’t inherit the Class.”

“To answer your question, Lord Simon, the Mana Sword is a special blade crafted and reforged over centuries for the purpose of destroying the Overlord Class,” Lady Anselma explained. “Overlords possess multiple Perks and defenses that make them extraordinarily difficult to kill. Weaker weapons bounce off them, they can teleport around or drain slaves of their lifeforce to regenerate their wounds…” 

“I saw it for myself during the Reformation.” Rufus Flauros crossed his arms. “It took years of campaigning for Euphemia and Balzam to corner Gargauth in Frightwall. We had to slowly isolate him by killing his followers, weaken him from a distance with ballistae and magic lest he magically heal by slaughtering our own soldiers, then have the strongest human Class users in the world finish him off once he reached the point of exhaustion. Only the Commander could have pulled off such a victory… and it was still a dangerously close affair from what I heard.”

“The Mana Sword was designed to cancel out most of the Overlord’s Perks to ensure Balzam Magnos could be slain in one blow without the possibility of escape, while disabling the Class to prevent it from jumping onto a new host,” Lady Justine added. “Which it failed to do.”

But it did manage to kill my father in one blow in a powerful assassin’s hands, Simon thought. The fact that such a powerful weapon remained unaccounted for disturbed him. Could it cancel out all of my reigns if it kills me? Father had to be on his last one considering the notes he left me, but still… 

Vouivre also used something called the Horoscopic Sword or something similar to kill him in an earlier reign. Could it be the same weapon going by a different name? If so, then it failed to affect the reigns.

“Again, sister, the Oracle is adamant the assassin didn’t inherit the Class,” Lord Patriate insisted. “The Mana Sword did break the succession mechanism, at the very least.” 

“But this Casval Ashmodai inherited the Class because my father left a will, not because he was slain by a magical sword,” Simon pointed out, trying to play the devil’s advocate. 

“I think the testament wouldn’t have worked normally,” Lord Patriate replied, “Mardok and Gargauth would have ensured a loyalist inherited it if it were so easy. My guess is that the Crimson Throne latched onto the testament as a way to preserve the Overlord Class when the Mana Sword broke the line of succession.”

Simon had his doubts about that theory, but he guessed it was a plausible explanation for those unaware of the reigns. This meeting at least confirmed their knowledge of the Overlord Class was based on guesswork, and the time loop remained a secret from them. 

“Could we pull it off again?” Lord Robert Flauros asked. “If we find this Casval before the imperial parties…”

“We have weaker copies of the sword that can harm the Overlord, but none that carry the Mana Goddess’ blessing,” his stepmother lamented. “They might harm the Overlord more than normal swords, but they likely won’t cancel out all of their defensive Perks.”

Eole scowled grimly as a dangerous possibility formed in her mind. “What if Vouivre gets to this Casval first?” 

“Vouivre? That scalefolk warlord?” Patriate shrugged. “I’ve heard rumors about her, but she’s a minor threat.”

“She is no scalefolk, but a powerful dragon seeking to enslave shifter tribes to conquer Telluria,” Eole said, repeating the information Simon shared with her. “If she learns the Overlord hides in her territory, she will stop at nothing to claim the Class.”

“A dragon?” Patriate repeated in disbelief as other guests exchanged gasps and puzzled gazes.  

They don’t know? Simon thought, which prompted a question from him. “My siblings mentioned something about Gargauth having heirs,” he half-lied, knowing from Shabram that they already witnessed Casval’s dragon form from their failed attempt to capture him, “Wouldn’t the Oracle tell you that?”

Lady Justine smiled. “My, are you implying our seer isn’t entirely reliable?”

Patriate glared at his sister before answering Simon’s words. “The Oracle remains mortal. She cannot see everything at once, Lord Simon, and she has spent most of her time focusing on plotting Balzam Magnos’ death.” 

“I still wonder how she did it,” Simon admitted. “I thought my father’s Anathemic Secrecy Perk protected him from all divination attempts.”

“The Overlord’s actions and motives may be unscrutable, but the ripples of their actions remain visible,” Patriate replied. “The Oracle cannot see the way the fish moves, but she can divine where its waves will hit, if that makes sense. Anathemic Secrecy simply turns her prophecies into predictions.”

“And every new Overlord throws all previous predictions into chaos, so why should we stick to a plan that is already obsolete?” Lady Justine inquired. 

“Expelling Endymion from Magvolia is the plan, Lady Eligos,” one of Princess Satine’s supporters retorted. “The line of Renais must rule in name and truth again.”

“But we can do so without bloodshed.” Lady Justine pointed at Simon. “Bujan and Fablan have viceroys that grant them relative autonomy. We could have him approach Lady Lauriane after we eliminate Prince Louis and check to see if she would be open to granting such status to our dear princess-in-exile. Satine could rule this country without shedding a single drop of blood. Why cast away what we have already obtained for uncertainty?”

“What we have obtained?” Patriate snorted. “Have you grown so used to your station’s comfort, my sister?”

“Have you?” she replied pointedly, glancing at her siblings and niece. “Will you truly pack your things and return home once this is all over?”

Although Anselma scowled and avoided her gaze, her husband holding her hand, Elaine didn’t even hesitate. “We must proceed, my aunt,” she insisted. “Even if we fail to destroy the Overlord Class, destroying Endymion would durably cripple Balzam’s successors in their bid for world domination. We will put them back centuries.”

“We could achieve the same result by reforming the empire,” Lady Justine insisted.

“Which is impossible so long as Prince Louis remains alive and in power,” Patriate countered. “He and his followers will not give up on their projects to invade other lands without a fight.”

Simon watched them argue in silence for a while, taking notes of everyone’s position on the matter. His first instinct was correct: Justine Eligos and her brother Patriate did not get along. The former had clearly grown to enjoy her current station, and the thought of surrendering her luxurious lifestyle to wage a civil war didn’t appeal to her. She was the conspiracy’s obvious weak point. 

Patriate and Elaine, meanwhile, were true believers adamant about following the Oracle’s plan to tear down the empire; a plan that, if Elaine’s story about her mother was even vaguely accurate, probably boiled down to personal hatred. The more he heard, the less Simon was convinced they would come around through diplomacy. He had to learn more about those two. 

Lady Anselma struck him as somewhere in the middle. She was loyal to the White Unicorn—enough to fight the War Party to the death when she lost her stepson Robert in the Darkwood and her husband raised his banners in rebellion—but she also seemed to harbor doubts. And if that ‘going home’ comment translated to returning to Illusea and abandoning the family she had come to love, this gave her another reason to doubt the Oracle’s plan.

All these petty schemes will collapse when the Zodiac Parade begins… which makes it strange they haven’t mentioned it, Simon thought. The Oracle had been alive since before the Doom, so she had to know the comet Abraxas would return soon. The elves named it. Is she missing the danger by overfocusing on the Overlord, or is she hoping to neutralize the archfiends beforehand? She did send Frea and the Paladin to investigate the Stone Muse’s seal in my previous reign…

All in all, it seemed the Oracle was so paranoid about the risk of infiltration that she only told her agents what they needed to know to complete their current mission. This particular conspiracy to destroy Endymion from within was likely unrelated to whatever forces she dispatched to deal with the Zodiac Fiends. Simon wouldn’t learn much on that front from this group. 

What am I to do with these traitors? Simon wondered. The tragic thing was that part of him still somewhat sympathized with their cause. Many of these people fought to retake their homeland from Endymion or to prevent Louis from conquering more. He might have been tempted to help them if they had contacted him years ago, just as he once supported Eole’s desire to free slaves in Valne.

But he was the Overlord, and they wanted him dead. 

He knew from experience in his previous reigns that most White Unicorn supporters would try to kill him the moment he revealed himself as the Overlord, and their plans to tear down the empire would do more harm than good. The suffering Endymion caused paled a great deal when compared to the destruction the Zodiac Parade would unleash upon the world, and the White Unicorn had rejected all of Simon’s attempts to reach out to them or solve things by diplomacy in previous reigns. Balzam had thoroughly poisoned that well, and decades of radicalization against everything Overlord-related had made peace an unlikely prospect.

Moreover, they had killed him thrice; first by poisoning his goblet, then by sealing him until he was left at Vouivre’s mercy, and finally by having Ser Richard sabotage his attempt to summon Asterion to repel Louis. It was the latter that stung the most. The archfiend could have potentially made all the difference and helped salvage the situation.

The White Unicorn had cost him Cassandra, and that stung. 

Their sabotage had also worsened things beyond those three particular deaths. Their attack on Frightwall threw the empire into chaos and systematically worsened his chances of survival or accumulating information he dearly needed. 

These people were just obstacles in the way of him achieving a better future for the moment. Tolerating their existence was a luxury he could not afford right now, especially since he was only one Oracle prediction away from discovery. She would realize the truth the moment she tried to predict an outcome involving Simon Magnos and come up short. 

Simon knew almost everything he needed to wipe out the elf conspiracy across Endymion from this meeting alone. He had learned the names of all the key figures involved in it this side of the Dragonsea. He could defang those infiltrators by blowing the whistle on them at the start of his next reign. 

There was only one piece of information that still escaped him, and which Simon was pretty sure he would never be trusted with: how the Malphas managed to hide their true nature as elves from the world. Learning that secret was critical to both identifying any remaining infiltrators and preventing new ones from slipping in. 

And he knew exactly how to obtain it.

“I’m sorry,” he said, interrupting the debate, “But you’re forgetting one thing.”

“What?” Patriate asked.

“Louis is the Warrior,” Simon pointed out. “He thrives on conflict because it strengthens him. He has been looking for a civil war against Euphemia for years because he hopes it will let him reach level 100.”

“Exactly my point,” Lady Justine said. “A war may only strengthen our enemy rather than weaken him. We must explore other possibilities.”

“The Oracle foresees Louis’ inevitable victory should he keep the Goetia Research Center, and we will need all the forces we can muster to take or destroy it,” Patriate replied, his eyes squinting at Simon. “Unless, of course, we could sabotage it from the inside.”

I knew it, Simon thought as all eyes turned his way. That’s the only reason this crafty bastard invited me.

“I’ll be blunt, all this talk of starting a civil war doesn’t sit well with me,” Simon replied after a moment of thoughtful consideration. “My sister Lauriane is kind to me. I don’t want to see her hurt.”

“You said it yourself that she wants to put a madman like Louis on the throne, Simon,” Elaine argued. “She won’t be talked out of supporting him.”

“Because she loves him.” Simon crossed his arms. “I think I can make her reconsider.”

“You will fail,” Patriate insisted. “Believe me, Lord Simon, I have tried more times than I can count. She believes in House Magnos’ right to dominate the world.”

“Then…” Simon pretended to hesitate, then came up with a brilliant idea. “What if I lured her out of the facility?”

“How? She won’t leave her fortress with tensions at an all-time high.”

“I think she would,” Simon replied while suppressing a smile. “For my wedding.”
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  “A wedding?” Elaine’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Our wedding?”

“If I ask Lauriane to be my witness, I don’t think she would deny me for the world,” Simon promised. “She wouldn’t miss such a big milestone in my life. This would let us lure her out of the Goetia Research Facility for a day, maybe two.”

“She cares for you that much?” Lady Justine mused, her mischievous gaze turning to her own brother. “Doesn’t that remind you of better times, Patriate?”

“I never missed your weddings,” her brother replied sharply, his hands clasping. “Assuming that Lord Simon is correct, we indeed have a unique opportunity. We could capture Princess Lauriane and hold her hostage—temporarily,” he quickly added when Simon glared at him, “until we deal with Prince Louis.”

“The Goetia Research Facility would be left leaderless and in shambles, easy prey for a surprise attack,” Duke Flauros said. “We may not even need an army. A small sabotage team could cripple Crestone production and achieve the same result if they manage to slip in.”

“You said your sister invited you to visit her at the Goetia Research Facility,” Elaine reminded Simon. “Do you think you could invite us as your future in-laws?”

“I think so, but…” Simon pretended to think this through. “She won’t let a large group in.”

“Yes, she will likely grow suspicious if the entire family shows up on her doorstep,” Lady Justine mused. “You are not that charming, Simon.”

“My daughter and I should be enough,” Patriate Malphas suggested. “I would not look out of place in my capacity as her father, doubly so if I voiced my interest in aligning with the War Party now that my daughter and her future husband would live inside their territory.”

And here I thought I would have to suggest it myself, Simon thought. He briefly glanced at Belzemine, who had been waiting for any signal from him.

“I will come as well,” Belzemine said. “For your safety.”

“Milady, you’ve just escaped the Magnos’ captivity!” Lady Anselma protested. “You should board the first ship to Illusea and return to your homeland.”

“There’s a risk Lady Lauriane won’t let you leave the Goetia Research Facility,” Patriate added, “And if she notices your lack of brand…”

“I will cover my missing slave brands with false ones,” Belzemine replied. “It would be strange if His Highness didn’t show up with me at his side, and Lady Lauriane will not dare to try anything in my presence. I cannot abandon you at such a critical time.”

Simon noticed Lady Justine narrow her eyes at Belzemine from behind her fan. Did she sense deceit, or did her sudden display of confidence arouse her suspicion? Whatever the case, she kept her thoughts to herself while the rest of the conspirators extended their misplaced trust to Belzemine. The White Unicorn movement wanted to believe she was a martyr who couldn’t wait to fight back after regaining her freedom, rather than a slave so thoroughly broken she would rather live with her chains than without.

“Very well,” Lord Patriate said. “When can a visit be arranged, Lord Simon?”

“As soon as I send Lauriane a message,” he replied. “It’s up to you.”

“We shouldn’t wait too long,” Lord Robert said. “The Goddess’ Judgement will strike within weeks, and Princess Lauriane will be on her guard afterwards.”

“I concur,” Lord Patriate agreed. “We will announce my daughter’s betrothal to Lord Simon tonight once the ball concludes. The news would reach Princess Lauriane within days and justify our delegation.”

“Are you okay with this, Elaine?” Simon inquired. “We’ll have to play the part of betrothed.”

“We shall,” she replied without hesitation, a thin smile on her lips, “I have prepared for such a role for a very long time.”

So did Simon. His thoughts turned towards another, to spring a trap long in the making.

“Shabram, I need you to contact someone for me.” Simon took a deep breath. “And send in the clown.”



The ball petered out at seven in the morning, with the mystery of the Overlord impostor remaining on everyone’s lips by then. It would remain a secret for most and a source of gossip for weeks to come. Heralds publicly announced Simon and Elaine’s engagement during the party’s closing hour, which should ensure that Lauriane heard about it in the coming days. Leonard and Meredith had apparently spent the entire ball together, which made Simon wonder if they would end growing closer than usual during this reign…

All was more or less going according to Simon’s plan, with one worrying exception.

“You wish to return to Telluria?” Simon couldn’t believe what he heard. “While Vouivre is still active?”

“One of Lord Patriate’s allies in Valendre, Lord Albert, suggested that I go there undercover with an escort to introduce the White Unicorn to shifter tribes sympathetic to their cause,” Eole replied, a frown forming on her face. “You said the Rider would keep Vouivre occupied and expel her from Telluria.”

“Eventually.” Not to mention that he remembered Dassein being forced back south to help the War Party confront the Church of Light in reigns where the Goddess’ Judgment struck Frightwall, which allowed Vouivre to conquer Telluria. “This is too risky, Eole, for you and everyone else.”

Eole bit her lip, then switched from Elvish to Kish. “Why didn’t you tell them?”

She doesn’t want us to be overheard, Simon thought as he switched to her birth language. “About the archfiend?”

“About your prophecies,” Eole clarified. “These people believe in the Oracle; they will believe in you, too.”

Would they? Lady Justine at least expressed doubts about the Oracle, though she did trust in Simon’s visions. His issue was that the elves probably knew more about foresight and predictions than anyone in the world and might poke holes in Simon’s foreknowledge. His entire plan revolved around them underestimating him, and new prophets were always treated carefully.

“I fear some events may not happen if I tell them about them,” Simon half-lied. “I do not understand how my foresight will interact with the Oracle. If our visions clash, which one will come true?”

Eole bit her lip. “There is something else you’re not telling me. A burden that weighs heavily on your mind.”

Simon took a deep breath. “Don’t go to Telluria, Eole,” he implored her. “Believe me, it won’t end well for you or your people. I have seen it in my dreams, and I don’t want to see it in reality.”

Eole hesitated a moment, but the sincerity in his gaze seemed to convince her. “I… very well,” she decided, albeit reluctantly. “I will stick to advising Lord Albert on whom to contact and how. I will argue that a kish’s presence might be wrongly interpreted, especially since shifter tribes surrendered me to the empire already.”

“I’m sorry, Eole,” Simon apologized. “I know you want to help the shifter tribes, but I wouldn’t be so insistent if the risk wasn’t real.”

“No, no, I understand.” She beamed with joy and affection. “So many at this gathering were quick to advocate for war and conflict, but you were one of the few to advocate for a more peaceful solution that would avoid shedding innocent blood. You truly do care.”

She meant it as a compliment, but it still felt like a stab to the heart. “I do,” he replied, his voice a little weaker than before. “I seek a path that will preserve the most lives, but it’s… it’s hard, Eole. So few of us would rather talk than fight.”

“Yes, I have learned this to my detriment… but it makes our struggle all the more important.” Eole plucked a feather from her wing. “Here, I would like you to have this.”

“So we may find each other again?” Simon mused upon taking the feather, to her surprise. “Sorry, it’s getting harder and harder to surprise me.”

“I do not know whether that is a blessing or a curse.” Eole smiled sweetly at him. “Did you see my people’s Sanctuary in your dreams? Its waterfalls and flying temples?”

“No, I did not,” Simon confessed. “I only foresaw the archfiend bringing destruction to your home.”

“So you have only seen the ugliness of my homeland, but not its beauty.” She nodded to herself. “Good. This gives you something to look forward to.”

“I hope to visit it one day.” And I will. “Take good care of yourself, Eole.”

Eole bowed to him, then left his quarters to join Lord Albert and prepare for the shifter revolution. Simon wished her well, even though he knew this would likely end in disaster once he brought down the hammer on the conspiracy.

I am going to disappoint her so much. Simon could feel it in his bones, and that alone briefly made him doubt his path… but that moment of guilt passed swiftly. I’ll make everything right one day. 

Now alone in his bedroom, Simon was about to go to sleep when he heard a knock on his door. “Enter,” he said, with Elaine stepping in. “Did you forget something?”

“No, but you did forget me,” she replied, sitting at his bed’s edge. “If we are to convince your sister and the world of this betrothal, then we will need to start sharing a bedroom.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for the wedding first?”

“I don’t think that has ever stopped most nobles. We don’t need to make love or anything, if that makes you uncomfortable.”

“Are you?” Simon inquired, his arms crossed. “Your father is not here anymore. You can tell me the truth if you want.”

“The truth about what? This engagement?” Elaine shrugged. “I have done far worse for much less for the sake of our goals.”

Simon scowled. “Like what, killing people?”

“Sometimes. I lied to people who trusted me, stole from those who didn’t deserve it, and slept with nobles I hated for their secrets and support.” She spoke of those acts with such detachment too, like chores she had to do to clean her house. “I would even marry Thalas if I had to.”

Her words hit Simon like a slap to the face. He was still too fresh off running a demon cult, killing heroes, and ravaging towns in the name of the greater good to not notice the obvious similarities.

This woman thought the same way he did, and that made her incredibly dangerous.

“Such dedication would border on madness,” Simon replied, which earned him a chuckle from his fiancée. In a way, knowing she didn’t care about this engagement beyond her mission eased his conscience. “Why are you doing this?”

“The same reason you joined us, I think: for a good cause.” Elaine crossed her legs. “But if you want to know… I’m doing this for my mother’s sake.”

I knew it. “You weren’t lying earlier,” Simon guessed. “She was slain in a tribe-related pogrom.”

“Yes… yes, that is the truth.” She avoided his gaze. “Many elves fled Mardok’s genocide centuries past and took refuge in Bujan. My mother was close to one of these exiled communities.” Elaine marked a short pause, as if hesitating to reveal some secret, before deciding against it. “When Endymion conquered the island, elves were blamed for bringing the Overlord’s wrath to their doorstep. The people started pogroms towards anyone suspected of associating with the ‘long-ears,’ and imperial troops encouraged their persecution.”

And your human mother was guilty of sleeping with your elven father, Simon thought. It didn’t take a genius to guess that the woman was slain for giving birth to a half-elf daughter, a murder which no doubt hardened her father’s stance. Another set of victims of my own sire’s cruelty. 

“I heard of those events,” Simon admitted. They took place during the Reformation nearly twenty years ago. “Many elves were burned at the stake.”

“Yes… and humans whose only fault was to find love and friendship among them. My mother was murdered on a pyre to thunderous applause.” A dark scowl passed over Elaine’s expression. “Since that day, all I have felt for this empire is hatred and loathing.”

“I’m… I’m sorry,” Simon apologized sincerely. Both for your loss, and what I am about to do.

Elaine studied his gaze. “Did you feel the same way too, when you learned about your mother’s fate?”

Simon hesitated about whether to answer honestly or not, before deciding she at least deserved his sincerity on this case. “I already hated my father long ago,” he admitted. “That only solidified my resentment.”

“Same,” Elaine confessed. “I always loathed what this empire represented long before it came to our shores. Its imperialism, its cruelty, its insatiable greed for slaves and tribute… but it was only when I lost my mother that this loathing became personal for my father and I.”

And you will only know peace when my homeland and House Magnos have crumbled to ruin. As much as he was her avowed enemy, Simon couldn’t help but feel sympathy for Elaine Malphas. I would probably feel the same if it were my mother who had perished in Bujan. 

Revenge was something Simon Magnos understood very well.

“Whatever happens from now on, Elaine, I want to apologize on behalf of House Magnos for what your family endured,” Simon declared; partly to assuage his conscience for what he was about to do, and partly because he meant it. “I know words from one such as me mean little to you, or your loss… but they are sincere.”

Elaine listened in silence, and then shook her head. “I cannot accept that apology.”

Simon expected as much. “Because it sounds hollow to you?”

“Because you are no Magnos,” Elaine clarified. “The Oracle once told my father that the only thing standing between House Magnos and world domination… was House Magnos itself. Your father and siblings represent the worst humanity has to offer in its myriad awfulness, your sister Lauriane included.”

“Lauriane–”

“Wants power,” Elaine cut in. “I have no doubt she loves her family, but she is willing to help Louis burn the world to cinders so they can rule over the ashes. Her kindness to you does not extend to outsiders.”

Yet she held her hand where Louis would have bombed you all, to her detriment, Simon thought. “She is a better person than you think, Elaine. I can convince her to come around once Louis is out of the picture.”

“I pray you are right, but I fear your hopes are misplaced.” Elaine changed the subject. “Either way, you are no poisonous spawn of the manticore. You alone among your family chose to fight for a righteous cause, Simon. People will look at you with admiration rather than the fear they reserved for your father one day, I can promise you that.”

“Thank you, Elaine.” Even if your hopes are equally misplaced. “So… now that we can finally be truthful with each other, are we to become friends?”

“For a start,” Elaine said, a thin smile on her lips. “I haven't had a real friend since I left Bujan years ago. Did you like my aunt’s spectacles?”

“I admit I’m growing fond of operas, yes,” Simon admitted as he joined her on the bed. “Between us, I’m wondering if I should open up a theater once this is all over. Start again, invite Eole to sing, maybe raise a troupe. It’s a silly dream.”

“It’s not,” Elaine reassured him. “Between us, I had hoped to dance on a ballet stage like the one my aunt built in this palace. Bujan has quite the strong tradition, owing to our viceroys holding the Bard Crestone…”

The discussion moved on to the arts, to hints of her life in Bujan—which apparently had a sizable mermaid population that held the Bard Crestone for centuries—and other mundane things. A dam had collapsed with tonight’s meeting, and Elaine was finally willing to confide in him and show him her true self behind the Spy mask, that of a refined, determined woman with whom he shared a few interests with. Simon could have easily fallen for her charm once, if Balzam Magnos had agreed to betroth them like Lauriane once suggested.

But in the end, Elaine Malphas was wrong about one thing: Simon was a Magnos through and through.

This girl had no future that did not derive from his goodwill.



Simon and Elaine spent the night in the same bed, though they didn’t make love or even touch each other, but that proved enough to sell the seriousness of the betrothal to outsiders. Simon caught Meredith blushing when she saw them leaving the room, and he heard a few chuckles from other nobles in the corridors.

“You find me most saddened by your departure,” Lady Justine told Simon once he prepared to board the Malphas family’s airship. “Have you considered my generous proposition, Lord Simon?”

“Yes, I did,” he replied. “I will come back to you once we’ve met with my sister. I’ll see to it that you may access the Darkwood as you see fit once I take over Whispermire at the very least.”

“I look forward to our association. I have no doubt we will learn great truths together.” She raised her fan until only her eyes peeked through. “We are friends, aren’t we, Lord Simon?”

She asked it innocently enough, but Simon could immediately sense that there was a hidden message in it; a hint that she had detected something that eluded the rest of her conspiracy, and that she alone argued towards preserving Endymion.

Simon didn’t think she knew… but she had her suspicions.

“We are,” he replied, smiling. “I will remember the help you provided and where you stood when it mattered most.”

“You warm my heart,” Lady Justine replied, slightly reassured. “Take good care of my niece, my dear. I do like her in spite of everything. I would be loath to hear you mistreat her.”

A courtesy she didn’t extend to her brother. “I will treat her kindly, don’t worry,” he said before kissing her hand. “I shall see you soon.”

Whether in this reign or another.

Afterwards, Simon climbed the stairs to the airship deck. Eole’s absence weighed on his heart, but it might be a blessing in disguise. It would pain him to involve her in the treacheries to come.

“I think your aunt likes me, Elaine,” Simon told his fiancée once he rejoined his retainers and ‘allies.’

“She has a fetish for young men, especially the sensitive, artistic type. She would have put you in her bed already were we not betrothed.” Elaine scoffed. “Don’t tell me you’re disappointed.”

“Not at all.” But it was good to know. “Let us not make my sister wait.”

And so they left for the Goetia Research Facility without further ado, like pigs to the slaughterhouse.

  

    
        Chapter 80: The Elf Conspiracy (7)

    
    
    
    
  Airships weren’t allowed too far into the Goetia Research Center’s airspace, so they landed nearby and then took a fortified train to their destination under military surveillance.

Patriate and Elaine were tense, as were Simon and Belzemine, albeit for wholly different reasons. The elf archmage continuously shifted in place with a torn look on her face. The situation weighed on her mind, and she lacked the training to hide her anguish. It was growing so noticeable that Simon eventually took her hand into his own to reassure her.

“You don’t need to worry, Lady Firewand,” Simon said warmly, his eyes meeting her own. “Everything will go as planned.”

“Yes, I… I know this, Your Highness,” Belzemine replied with uncertainty. His words had eased her mind and guilt a little, but probably not for the same reason the Malphas family expected.

The train eventually passed through the Goetia Research Facility’s defenses and checkpoints, which Patriate and Elaine closely observed through the windows, until they reached the front gates. Lauriane was waiting for them there alongside a squad of Knights dressed in military uniforms. Simon climbed down holding Elaine’s hand like the perfect picture of a loving couple.

“We meet again, Simon,” Lauriane greeted them. She saluted his retainers, squinted slightly upon seeing Patriate, and then respectfully nodded at Elaine. “I did not think this day would come so soon. My dear little brother, betrothed…”

“Does it surprise you, Your Highness?” Patriate replied with a pleasant smile. “You were the one who originally suggested this match to His Majesty, if I recall.”

“Yes, but I didn’t think he had listened, or that my brother would go along with it.”

“It was a good surprise,” Simon replied. “Elaine and I have gotten along very well. I wish you had introduced us earlier.”

“If it had only been up to me,” Lauriane lamented. “I feel you’re both being too hasty all the same. Is it really true that you plan to hold the wedding during the last week of Nivose?”

“The fault lies with me,” Patriate insisted. “I thought it prudent to push up the timetable and bind our families together, considering recent developments.”

Lauriane studied him for a moment. “Have you finally picked your side, Lord Malphas?”

“I have, but surely we can discuss the matter inside.” Patriate grimaced. “I have information we should not discuss out in the open.”

“I see…” Lauriane pondered his words and then nodded. “Very well. You and your daughter will be granted clearance inside, but everyone else will have to wait outside. Even Firewand.”

Simon squeezed Elaine’s hand and exchanged a glance with her. She nodded almost imperceptibly, and the two followed Lauriane and Patriate past the front gates. Guards checked them for any magical devices or weapons, then let them into crystal halls.

“Would it be possible to get a Vassal Crestone?” Simon inquired as Lauriane guided them through metal gateways and corridors inside the facility. His fiancée and her father carefully observed everything around them to commit the place’s layout to memory. “Since my barony is next to a monster-infested hellhole, I figured I should start investing in a combat Class.”

“Yes, you can have your pick,” Lauriane replied, a hand on her waist. “I have been preparing a custom one for you, but it’s not ready yet. Templar would be a good placeholder in the meantime.”

“A custom Class?” Elaine asked with sudden and genuine interest. “Could I have one too? I could never pick between Vassals of the Dancer or the Bard.”

“We could create one for you, if your father helps us secure the imperial treasury. Manaliths do not come cheap.” Lauriane guided them into an elevated observation room with a single window that oversaw a Crestone production line, with the metal door softly closing behind them. “As you can see, we produce them in immense quantities that no other force in the world can compete with.”


Sleep and Paralysis Ailments negated by Unyielding Essence. 



Simon glanced at the Malphas’, who had either failed to receive the notification or chosen to ignore it. It didn’t take him long to notice the slowing of Lord Patriate’s eyelids or the way Elaine began to waver slightly.

“Now, what’s this information you had to share with me?” Lauriane inquired.

“I have heard that… Prince Thalas and…” His voice slowed down midsentence. “Lady Anna…”

Then he collapsed onto the floor like a rock.

Elaine’s hand slipped through Simon’s fingers as she joined her father in sudden slumber, so swiftly she didn’t even notice the moment she fell from the world of consciousness into the dreamlands. He caught her in midair before she hit the ground, her breath faint and slow. A true sleeping beauty.

“Goodnight, Elaine,” Simon said with neither joy nor contempt. “I hope you have better dreams than the reality you will wake up in.”

“Is she in on her father’s plot too?” Lauriane inquired.

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “Frighteningly effective, that anesthesia gas. It took effect in less than a minute, and I couldn’t even smell it.”

“I’m surprised you could shrug it off without a mask or antidote,” Lauriane said, her eyes squinting with suspicion. “What passive Perk allowed you to do that?”

“A Dreadnought one,” Simon lied as he checked the Malphas’ bodies. Their pulses were slow but stable, and their fireball necklaces had yet to trigger. “I think we’re good for now. How long will the gas keep them unconscious?”

“At least two hours,” Lauriane replied upon pushing a hidden button. Air vents opened up and sucked away the invisible gas. “Was this entire charade truly necessary, Simon? We could have seized them the moment you all showed up at my doorstep.”

“Their necklaces can explode at will, and considering what they have to hide, I don’t think they’ll hesitate to activate them rather than being caught,” Simon replied. “We needed to incapacitate them in a way that would instantly knock them unconscious without arousing their suspicions. I knew they would have defenses against poison, so sleep and paralysis seemed a sure bet.”

Ensuring they lost consciousness immediately also had the benefit of letting Simon pretend he had been knocked out too, should he need to keep Elaine’s trust in the future… though he doubted he could keep that charade up for much longer.

It annoyed Simon a bit to move forward early rather than wait, but he would rather be safe than sorry. Patriate confirmed at the meeting that the Oracle had a way of sending messages to her followers, and the risk that she picked up on Simon’s immunity to her future divinations and warned her followers was too great. He had to ensure this progress wouldn’t end with half-answered questions.

“I can’t believe you fooled me. I knew something was up when Father kept denying you any opportunity for self-advancement, but this…” Lauriane crossed her arms. “Were you always working with Shabram on a sting operation from the beginning?”

“This plan was years in the making.” Simon hated lying to his sister, but he wasn’t ready to reveal the full truth yet. “Father suspected Illusea had infiltrated the High Council and Frightwall, and that they would eventually try to contact a Magnos they believed would support their cause. I was secretly trained and primed to become that person.”

“So all the times he blocked your advancement or kept you isolated… it was all for the purpose of luring the mole out?” Lauriane shook her head. “And here I thought Father hated you.”

Oh, he did. He made sure I could never join the one group I had the most affinity with. “I’m sorry, Lauriane. I wanted to tell you, but I wasn’t allowed to until Lady Shabram gave me the go-ahead.”

“I almost didn’t believe her when she messaged me and asked me to set up this trap.” Lauriane glared at the sleeping Patriate. “I always knew he was a snake, but the elves… why would he side with them? He had everything to lose and little to win.”

“I have my suspicions,” Simon said, “And we can confirm them shortly.”

The door slid open once the last of the gas had left the room, allowing soldiers to pour in and take Elaine off Simon’s hands. A certain creature waltzed and merrily hopped along in their wake, giggling to himself.

“Greetings, Lord Merchant!” Gourmand said as he leaped over Patriate’s body. “The good Gourmand is very happy to feast on your soul for free, especially when he would have paid a great deal for it!”

“Do not be hasty,” Simon said. “According to our information, Patriate’s Inventory will release all its accumulated items upon death. It wouldn’t surprise me if he left a bomb or a last unpleasant surprise in store for his killer.”

“We have secure vaults meant to imprison captive monsters below,” Lauriane reassured him. “We will execute Patriate there and harvest his soul in secure laboratory conditions.”

“In the meantime, here’s a list of all the people invited to my wedding.” Simon presented his sister with a piece of paper including multiple names. “They’re all involved with the White Unicorn and Malphas’ conspiracy, though some like Lady Eligos can be bribed to our side so long as we keep her niece alive as a hostage. I shared it with Shabram already, but you may want to look into it.”

“So many traitors in our backyard… obtaining this information must have been exceedingly difficult.” Lauriane assessed her brother with fondness and respect. “When did you grow from a boy to a young man so quickly, Simon?”

“When you weren’t looking,” Simon quipped.

“I will forever beat myself up for missing it,” she said with a warm smile. “I am proud of you, Simon, and I’m sure our father would be too. You have done our family and empire a great service.”

She meant it as a genuine compliment, but it left Simon feeling hollow. He thought surrendering Patriate to imperial justice would grant him joy, but it failed to bring him much satisfaction. Betrayal and treachery had become a chore; and while it did give him some experience, it still wasn’t enough to grant him a level.

I’m truly sorry, Elaine, Simon thought. This had to be done. I still hope we can become true friends in another reign.



True to Simon’s suspicions, Patriate Malphas did have a live bomb within his Inventory, which popped out and detonated the moment Gourmand beheaded him with his scythe. Lauriane had coated his body in alchemical resin to shield it from any damage, removed his fireball necklace ahead of the ‘operation,’ and had Dreadnoughts in her employ take wounds on Gourmand’s behalf so he could feast on Patriate’s soul unharmed. The blast still blew the rest of Patriate’s Inventory to smithereens, including a set of manaliths.

The truth came out almost immediately.

Patriate’s corpse began to undergo a metamorphosis the moment his head was split from his body. His ears lengthened, his cheeks thinned, and his wrinkles smoothed over into pristine skin. The middle-aged Merchant had transformed into a fair and ageless elf version of himself.

“By the Light…” Lauriane muttered under her breath. “What is this witchery?”

“Let me introduce you to Lord Barthandelus,” Simon explained. All of his suspicions were finally confirmed. “Patriate’s real, elven self.”

“How droll, how canny!” Gourmand began to cackle uncontrollably, holding his sides so as not to roll on the ground in his laughter. “What a funny joke you’ve played on us all, Lord Barthandelus! An eighteen-year-long con for such a pitiful finale!”

Lauriane’s jaw clenched in pure frustration. “This is worse than anything I could have imagined.” She glared at Gourmand. “Did you learn how he achieved this?”

“With the most auspicious of disguises!” Gourmand replied. “A Vassal of the Beast, the Changeling!”

“I never heard of that Class,” Lauriane replied, a deepening scowl on her face.

“It is the stranger among us, the impostor, the uncanny thing that looks like us but is not, the trickster and the doppelganger!” Gourmand sang. “A Class that gives the inhuman a veneer of humanity!”

“His human appearance is a Class outfit,” Simon guessed. “That’s why his group uses fireball necklaces to incinerate themselves should they be caught. The corpse would lose its disguise once the soul departed and give the game away.”

“The elf ears could be easily hidden by the Merchant’s hat whenever Patriate had to act in an official capacity, if passive Perks don’t let him keep his human appearance when using another Class…” Lauriane examined the beheaded corpse. “But where is his Changeling Crestone? My guards only found the Merchant on Patriate.”

“Oh, he kept it close to his heart,” Gourmand replied with a disturbing laugh. “Lodged between the ribs!”

Lauriane stared at Patriate’s corpse, then immediately put on her Alchemist Class outfit. A cowled white mantle replaced her military uniform, with high leather boots, black gloves, and two bandoliers full of potions and other chemicals strapped to her chest. A golden crow-like mask with glass lenses covered her head, with a black hat materializing on top.

“I’ll autopsy him myself,” Lauriane decided. “You don’t have to watch, Simon.”

“I have to.” Simon would probably have left the room a few reigns back, but he had spent enough time hanging out with the likes of Duchar to grow desensitized to things like this. “There’s too much at stake.”

“You’ve grown brave.” She flashed out a scalpel. “Very well.”

Lauriane expertly extracted a surgically implanted Crestone hidden between the heart and the throat—the spot all but guaranteed to be destroyed should their fireball necklaces go off. It had gone inert due to an inbuilt safety feature, but Lauriane appeared confident she could reverse-engineer it.

Gourmand then provided them with Patriate’s entire life story.

“Once upon a time after the Doom, there was an elf boy called Barthandelus, born the elder of two sisters; crafty Sebile and kind Lutzelfrau, who lived carefree existences in their forest with their parents, pixies, and other leprechauns…” Gourmand cackled. “And then came Mardok, to eat their hopes, burn their fields, steal their houses, and force them to run, run away beyond the sea to the mermaid country.”

“Bujan?” Lauriane guessed.

“Indeed, my dear! There he found peace for a few precious centuries, then love with a human maiden most fair, upon whom he sired little Elaine. And they all lived so very happily among halfbreeds… but not ever after, for our beloved departed Majesty climbed the Crimson Throne atop Gargauth’s corpse and set his sight on further conquests. He came, he saw, and he pillaged with his merry men, who showed the halfbreeds some burning love at the end of a pitchfork.”

Simon knew that part of the story even before Gourmand gave all the lurid details, though it did confirm that Elaine was far older than she looked. Bigots and inquisitors murdered Barthandelus’ wife, which hardened his stance against the empire.

“His hatred caught the Oracle’s eye, who gave him and his sisters precious disguises worthy of their acting skills, with orders to slither like vipers into the enemy’s nest,” Gourmand said. “The long centuries had granted them wealth and friends across the sea, who could help these fae tricksters be reborn as men… but alas, their disguises had a flaw.”

Gourmand revealed that the Changeling Class allowed its user to shapeshift into a human and be treated as one by nearly all magical effects, but the disguise wasn’t entirely perfect. The elves were still elf enough to require regular infusions of manaliths so as to not sicken, which limited the scale of the infiltration plan; though Illusea’s archmages were apparently confident they could refine the Class to patch up that weakness.

This has to be the way Vouivre and Casval can pass for humans too, Simon thought. The Beast Noble Class was apparently somewhere in Telluria, so locals could have ended up independently creating the Changeling Vassal Class there. The transformation being imperfect would also explain why Casval still retained his draconic instincts even when transformed. 

Patriate believed he and his sisters were the only elf infiltrators with that Class according to Gourmand, though the Oracle might have sent out other undercover agents without his knowledge.

“Though she didn’t trust poor Barthandelus with all of her secrets, she entrusted him with a final gift,” Gourmand said. “A crystal ball to contact her apprentices across the sea, so that he could receive her wisdom and guidance in trying times.”

Patriate apparently received magical messages from his superiors in Illusea thanks to a special crystal ball kept in his Inventory and destroyed by the blast, which comforted Simon in his choice to strike now. He might have been only one report away from discovery. This device could also potentially open up the possibility of establishing some form of contact with the Oracle in the future.

Gourmand otherwise proceeded to reveal to Lauriane all that Simon had already gathered beforehand, from the Goddess’ Judgment plan to destroy Frightwall, the successful plot to eliminate Balzam Magnos, and their attempts to kickstart a civil war to tear the empire apart. Lauriane remained eerily silent throughout it all, besides the occasional question.

It was a lot to process at once.

“And thus ends the Tragic Life of Barthandelus,” Gourmand concluded. “He died peacefully in his sleep at the ripe young age of three-hundred and eighty-eight!”

“This is beyond anything I could have expected…” Lauriane clenched her fist, her eyes now gleaming like stainless steel behind her mask. “I will bring these findings to Louis and Euphemia at once. We must disable that Goddess’ Judgment’s homing rune before it destroys Frightwall and reveals our weakness to the world.”

“You think we could prevent a civil war?” Simon inquired, his heart skipping a beat.

Lauriane nodded sharply. “None of us can tolerate the possibility of elven infiltrators slowly overtaking our institutions from within when guided by the Oracle’s foresight. The entire High Council’s members will put its rivalries aside, at least until the threat is dealt with. Even Euphemia will rally by our side.”

So he had finally found a way to keep the empire in one piece: spooking the establishment with the threat of being taken over by elven infiltrators and then turning their attention outward to overseas enemies. It wouldn’t be an ideal state, because a war with Illusea was the last thing they needed with the threat of the Zodiac Parade looming over their heads, but it might be a start…

“The question remains of what to do with the remaining elves,” Lauriane said with a rather dangerous tone. “You said Eligos will behave so long as we hold her niece?”

“Yes,” Simon said. Lady Justine—or rather, Sebile—had hinted as much, and it would give him a convenient excuse to keep Elaine alive in custody. “Lady Flauros will be harder to cow, but she might surrender if we threaten her husband or stepson. I think those two have gone native, so to say.”

“And Firewand?” Lauriane pointed out. “If Gourmand is right, then her slave brands are gone. It might be wiser for us to incapacitate her while she does not suspect anything.”

“She’s still loyal to father’s final orders and will,” Simon argued immediately. “She helped me trap Malphas. I vouch for her.”

“Mmm…” Lauriane held his gaze and then nodded slightly. “Very well, I will trust your judgment on the matter.” She put her hand on her waist. “What are you and Shabram planning to do next?”

“I need to discuss that with her,” Simon admitted. He currently hesitated between having someone replace Elaine and organize the wedding anyway so they could catch all the conspirators in one place, or ‘break her out’ and then escape the continent with her in order to infiltrate the White Unicorn in Valne, if that was feasible. “That Changeling Class is a new discovery. It might change many things.”

“Yes, I agree.” Lauriane grabbed the inert Crestone and studied it. “Patriate fooled all magical detection attempts, and the Changeling Class must drain very little mana if he could keep it up for years. None of our current divination spells can detect it.”

“Do you think we could develop something that can?” Simon inquired.

“Maybe. We’ll need to study the Crestone further or obtain the Beast Class’ schematics.” Lauriane crossed her arms. “I’m more worried about this Mana Sword-wielding assassin. Either the elves managed to plant a hidden killer among our staff, or…”

She left the sentence hanging, unwilling to face the ugly truth they both knew.

Simon hated lying to his sister, but Patriate Malphas all but confirmed that Balzam Magnos’ assassin was someone living in Frightwall. Intel he had gathered across his reigns indicated the killer would have to be someone with a high level and perfect sword proficiency to slay their father in one blow.

That only left three credible candidates: Louis, Euphemia… and Lauriane herself.

Simon personally didn’t think Lauriane could have done the deed, considering how loyal she had been to their father and how she reacted when she briefly thought Simon had murdered him in early reigns, but Balzam Magnos did count her among his deaths. Even if she had nothing to do with it, Louis might have. Simon had no intention of provoking an unknown assassin equipped with a sword specifically designed to counter his Class for now.

Simon sensed Shabram trying to contact him, and opened his mind to her.

“Your Majesty?” she asked. “Did the operation go well?”

“Better than expected, and I will make a report soon.” She would have a field day dismantling the Malphas spy ring. “Did you check the list of conspirators I sent you?”

“Yes, and I wished to report on a troubling discovery.”

One more troubling than undetectable shapeshifting elf infiltrators? “About what?”

“A certain Lord Edric Albert. His name came up in a separate investigation on a shifter slave trafficking operation in Telluria.”

Simon’s blood turned to ice in his veins. “He’s a slave trafficker?”

“Yes. Lord Albert’s holdings are apparently used to ferry Tellurian slaves west to Valne and Muse with the help of the Bert Trading Company, a Lore-Musan conglomerate. Most importantly, the name ‘Vouivre’ has come up as one of their occasional suppliers.”

Bert. Ludwig Bert. The party in Whispermire.

The Cobweb.

“Simon?” Lauriane asked in concern. “Simon, why are you so pale all of a sudden?”

The Cobweb had infiltrated the White Unicorn in both Valne and Magvolia. They knew about Satine and her dealings with the Church Party in the previous reign, something that even Shabram couldn’t learn on her own. Lord Albert must have been their plant in this particular conspiracy.

And he had unknowingly delivered Eole to the enemy.
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  Simon boarded an airship for Lord Albert’s holdings the moment he left the Goetia Research Facility.

Leonard and Meredith were a bit surprised to see him return without the Malphases, whereas Belzemine looked crestfallen. She understood exactly what had happened to her fellow elf and his daughter, which shook her to her core.

“I’ll tell you everything on our way to our destination,” Simon warned them. “There’s no time to waste.”

He couldn’t allow the Cobweb to hold Eole. At best, they would sell her into slavery; and at worst, they would deliver her to Vouivre and let her bind a Zodiac Fiend to her service. He refused to let his friend fall into her claws, or allow the devastation that would follow.

Lauriane thankfully lent him a crew and a number of soldiers alongside a decree granting him the authority to arrest Lord Albert for his crimes. His holdings were located on the Magvolian coast—which made sense for a smuggling den—less than half a day’s flight away from the Goetia Research Center.

He hoped he wasn’t too late.

“Meredith, Leonard,” Simon said once he gathered his retainers in the airship’s private salon. “It is time for you to learn the truth.”

Meredith scowled. “The Malphas family has been arrested, haven’t they?”

“Indeed,” Simon confirmed. “I have been working with Imperial Intelligence to root out a spy ring of traitors to the state. Patriate Malphas counted among them. He and his daughter are currently in custody under accusations of sharing sensitive information with Illusea.”

The news of the Merchant’s demise couldn’t be allowed to leave the Goetia Research Facility, and he didn’t want to add an additional burden onto Belzemine’s heart. Her guilt and anguish were already written all over her face.

“I knew something was off about them,” Meredith said. “But I didn’t expect the Lord-Treasurer to betray the empire.”

“His treachery runs deep,” Simon replied. “We are now going to arrest another traitor, Lord Albert, and recover my retainer Eole. Our priority will be to extract her alive. You are authorized to execute anyone present should they resist arrest.”

“Lord Albert would be foolish to do so, especially with Lady Firewand present,” Leonard pointed out. “He is a minor lord with few forces to his name. Opposing the War Party would be suicide.”

“Fools are always more common than we think,” Simon mused. “Now leave me with Lady Firewand. I have something to discuss with her.”

His other retainers excused themselves, and Simon found himself alone with a clearly crushed Belzemine. She didn’t even dare to meet his eyes or face him, instead staring at the floor with immense remorse.

“You feel guilt over betraying your kin and homeland to me?” Simon inquired. “Even though it was all part of my plan from the start?”

The silence he received was an answer in itself. Belzemine had lost her brands and received a golden opportunity to leave for Illusea, yet she instead chose to betray them to the Overlord. She chose to be his willing slave.

Belzemine must have looked exactly the same way prior to taking her own life in the previous reign.

The mere thought chilled Simon to the core… but that was then, when she was alone and directionless. He could still salvage this and save her from making a terrible mistake. He could bring her back from the brink, tell her what she needed to hear to cling to life.

And he hated himself for what he would have to tell her; something that disgusted him to his very core.

“You don’t need to feel guilt over this, Agnes,” Simon said kindly. “Remorse is for those who could have affected an outcome, and there was no chance their plan would have succeeded. I had foreseen all outcomes. Disobedience wouldn’t have changed anything.”

This time, Belzemine dared to look up at him, and what he saw in her eyes… That begging prayer for absolution, like a beaten dog searching for her master’s approval, was perhaps the saddest thing he had ever seen.

Why do we have to do this again and again? Simon thought grimly. Right, because this is the Crimson Throne’s curse. 

He could change his future, but not four hundred years of suffering.

“The brands are never truly gone, and I can reapply yours at will,” Simon lied through his teeth. “They will reappear one day, once I am ready to assume my throne with you at my side. Freedom is an illusion.”

It was a lie, but one Belzemine wanted to believe in; a gentle reassurance that she hadn’t betrayed her homeland out of her own free will, that it wouldn’t have made any difference, and that she had no real agency.

“I will never let you go, Agnes,” he told her. “Do not worry. You will belong to me forever.”

She was brought to tears, and softly said three words so low he could barely hear them.

“I love you.”

She sounded so defeated when she said that, so utterly crushed, that Simon didn’t have the heart or strength to answer her. He just stared at this pitiful creature with all the compassion he could muster.

Belzemine loved the Overlord in spite of everything. Such was the power they held over her for centuries.

I swear you will be free one day, Simon promised himself. Even from yourself.



They reached Lord Albert’s holding by night.

The man ruled over a small keep atop a low hill overlooking the port hamlet of Hellmouth, a tiny fishing town near a creek facing the Dragonsea. The settlement was hardly a fraction of the size of Amnadiel’s own port, which Simon guessed made it a haven for smugglers wishing to avoid imperial attention.

However, he immediately noticed a quaint oddity through the porthole during their descent: a large, dark carrack ship with four masts, black tattered sails, and a dark blue hull. A golden skull figurehead glimmered at its front, and a flag representing a crimson bat fluttered atop it. It seemed completely crewless and so ancient Simon wondered how it could even float, but he quickly sensed the Dark radiating from its old wood.

The whole carrack felt like a floating Dungeon.

“I recognize that flag,” Leonard said, his voice quieter with wariness. “The Ravenous.”

“The Necromancer’s ship?” Simon scowled. He hadn’t expected that. “Isn’t it a crime in Endymion to open one’s port to pirates?”

“It is, but he could have stormed the port by force,” Meredith replied.

“We would be seeing more burning buildings and corpses in the streets if that were the case,” Leonard pointed out. “We could strike with the airship. The Ravenous is said to ferry hordes of undead, but we could sink it and capture the Necromancer with Lady Firewand’s help.”

Simon considered the proposal before setting it aside. “Our priority is to arrest Lord Albert and recover Eole,” he said. “There’s a risk the latter is aboard the Ravenous, in which case a bombardment would kill her, and we don’t know what the Necromancer is doing here at all. We will investigate first.”

Simon had died enough times to learn that picking fights with individuals whose strength he hadn’t fully assessed yet always led to disaster. Shabram’s intel put Amadeus Voltobauta at level fifty or so, but this was based on guesswork and she had been wrong before. Not to mention Silk or high-level Cobweb operatives could be present at the location as well.

There were too many unknowns.

“Change of plans; raise House Malphas’ flag and send light signals to ask for permission to land so they’ll think we’re still with the traitors,” Simon ordered his retainers. “Forward a message back to Lauriane and ask for reinforcements too.”

He didn’t want to start a battle now, but the threat of force should be enough to cause everyone to listen.

Since Hellmouth lacked the infrastructure for airship landings, the group had no choice but to have it hover in front of the gatehouse, bring down the ramp, and climb down. No horns nor trumpets heralded their arrival, but a couple of guards did arrive to greet them at the gatehouse.

“I am Simon Magnos, Baron of Whispermire,” Simon introduced himself when he and his soldiers climbed down from the airship. “Where is Lord Albert? I must speak with him urgently.”

“He is inside, holding the auction,” one of the guards replied. They didn’t seem surprised to have visitors coming on an airship in the middle of the night. “It’s still ongoing if you’re here to participate.”

The auction? Simon’s blood ran cold in his veins. They didn’t dare…

“Firewand, Meredith, Leonard, with me,” Simon decided angrily before turning to his loaned soldiers. “The rest of you, surround the keep and take the airship up. If we’re not back within the hour, blow everything to smithereens."

“Wait, what are you–” the keep guards protested, only for Leonard to summon his Dreadnought armor and threaten them with his sword. Being Classless, they were quick to surrender.

Simon had Agnes cast her Aegis buff on him and his retainers, just in case, then walked past the empty gatehouse and into the keep. The entrance was almost entirely deserted, likely because a small lord like Albert could only afford a handful of men-at-arms, and he needed all of them further inside to keep the peace.

“I hear voices ahead,” Meredith warned him, having put on her Class outfit. “In the feasting hall.”

“Be quiet and prepare for a fight,” Simon warned his allies. They stepped through the keep’s antechambers and arrived in front of half-opened great wooden doors. He heard a singing man’s voice echo beyond the threshold.

“Five thousand golden coins.” Simon didn’t recognize that voice, but the man spoke in the common Endymian tongue with a heavy Valnese accent. “For the kish.”

“Five thousand.” Simon froze upon recognizing her voice. “And one.”

“Are you set on mocking me, milady?” the stranger replied. “Must we keep doing this all night? You could at least increase the price by more than one, you miser.”

“If you are wise, pirate, you will stop trying my patience.“

This is bad. Simon grit his teeth as he pushed the door open and walked in. The sight beyond the threshold put a dark scowl on his face. 

Lord Albert’s feasting hall wasn’t particularly large nor imposing, yet its benches and tables welcomed a few dozen people. Most appeared to be merchants, nobles, or other members of high society, but two figures stood apart from the rest.

The first was a tall, lean figure straight out of a circus show; a man with a long dark cloak reaching his feet and dressed in a gilded mail of gold-plated ribs tightly bound together with long sleeves, velvet gloves, dark pants, and boots. Two cruel, red-rimmed crimson eyes peered through a skull-shaped mask beneath a dandyish feathered hat. This had to be the infamous Necromancer, Amadeus Voltobauta.

The other was Vouivre.

How did she come here from Telluria so fast? Simon wondered. He recalled that Silk had seemingly been able to cross the Dragonsea in a record time too. Does the Cobweb have access to long-range teleportation magic or the like?

These two’s presence alone were concerning, but a look at the small stage on the other end of the hall left him outright nauseous. A rotund, small man Simon recognized as Lord Albert stood there alongside Ludwig Bert, the man he met in the last reign who might or might not be the Prince of Spiders himself. A cadre of guards kept watch on a small group of chained shifters.

One of them was Eole.

The sight of her made Simon’s blood boil with anger. Her fair skin was covered in bruises, her wings bound by chains to prevent her from flying away, and her mouth gagged to stop her from singing. These barbarians had gone so far as to strip her to ‘showcase the goods.’ Her eyes lit up with hope the moment she saw him, but the guards grabbed her when she tried to move his way.

She thought she would be helping people, Simon lamented as multiple eyes turned his way. Lord Albert’s skin paled when he saw him too. You are going to suffer for this, bastard. You will beg for death and see that mercy denied. 

Either way, this was bad. Vouivre would be a tremendously dangerous foe on her own—she had murdered Thalas on her own, where it took nearly all of Simon’s retainers to do so in a previous reign—but the Prince of Spiders and the Necromancer’s presence on top of it complicated matters. What did the latter even want with Eole?

“L–Lord Simon?!” Lord Albert gasped. “W-why are you…”

“Baron Magnos,” ‘Ludwig Bert’ said with a sinister smile. Simon could almost taste the Dark radiating from him. “Color me surprised. I didn’t expect you to find out so soon. You truly are a prophet.”

“Magnos?!” a few of the people present gasped. Vouivre squinted with reptilian eyes at Belzemine upon spotting her and Voltobauta rested his head on his hand in interest.

Simon ignored and simply glared at Ludwig Bert. He quickly considered a dozen plans and a hundred strategies for how to handle this, but each had their downsides.

I’m sorry, Eole, he apologized in his mind. The only way he could think of saving both this reign and her life meant he would have to break her heart. You’re not going to like this, but you’ll live. 

“You have stolen something that belongs to me, Spider,” Simon told ‘Bert.’ “Did you think I would not reclaim my retainer?”

“If I recall, you freed this slave and put her back on the market. Surely you cannot consider this a theft.” The bastard showed absolutely no fear whatsoever. “Besides, if you want to keep your little… overseas allegiances from the likes of your brother and stepmother, I would take the door and forget what you’ve seen here.”

Simon exploded into laughter. It seemed that for however vast the Cobweb’s network might have been, it didn’t extend inside the Goetia Research Facility.

“You don’t get it, do you?” Simon taunted him, before uttering the code phrase he used in Valne to first meet with the organization. “The emperor over the sea told me that the blue widow spun a pretty web of pain.”

That took Bert aback. His eyes widened ever so slightly, though he quickly corrected his expression. “You’re with the imperial intelligence agency,” he said, glancing at Albert. “I see how it is. A counterinfiltration. Smart.”

“That is right,” Simon replied, ignoring the confused looks Eole sent him. “I have an airship parked outside and more troops on their way here to arrest your pet lord and all these traitors. If you’re smart, you’ll surrender the girl back to me and run while you can.”

Although his words spooked most of the audience, Voltobauta simply chuckled and Vouivre scoffed arrogantly. “Is that supposed to frighten me?” the latter asked dismissively. “Threats are for those who cannot back their words with actions, little princeling. I haven’t crossed an entire continent to leave empty-handed.”

“The kish is my only lead to a dear friend’s whereabouts, so pardon me if I refuse your proposition,” Voltobauta replied. “I can lend her back to you after she tells me what I want though, for a fee.”

“Outside and on their way is not here,” Ludwig Bert added. “You cannot take all of us head-on, even with Firewand, and I can slice the kish’s throat before you can even blink. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t care about her.”

He was right, the bastard. Vouivre’s presence alone would lead to a massacre at best, and Silk was never far from the Prince of Spiders’ side. Simon’s best option would be to teleport away with Eole and his retainers back to Frightwall, but he needed to be within thirty feet of them to do so.

“You underestimate me,” Simon replied without showing weakness. “Even if you’re confident about escaping your reckoning, I can make life very difficult for you all. Starting with your hidden manalith mine in Whispermire, Spider.”

Bert’s expression didn’t change in the slightest. “There are always more,” he replied with slight amusement. “But if you truly insist on making such a fuss over the kish girl… why don’t you participate in the auction, Lord Simon?”

The gall of this man briefly left Simon speechless, with Meredith coughing in outrage. “You want to extort His Highness?”

“This is an auction,” Ludwig Bert replied unabashedly. “If he can outbid our other potential buyers, I see no issue with letting you leave with the kish. I will even personally arrange your safety until you leave these walls.”

A single glance at Vouivre told Simon this was an empty promise. The dragon wouldn’t let them leave with Eole without a fight. She needed her to get to the Zodiac Fiend.

However, an idea quickly crossed Simon’s mind. One that would let them all escape with their lives and teach all these fools a lesson.

“Interesting,” Simon replied, Leonard and Meredith both looking aghast at his response. “Very well. I’ll play your game.”

“Your Highness, you cannot be serious,” Leonard protested. “With Firewand at our side, we could incinerate them all in an instant.”

“He knows he can’t,” Ludwig Bert replied with a smug look that made Simon want to punch his face in. “However, I must remind Your Highness that all of our guests here have deep pockets and brought small fortunes to this gathering. I do not doubt the Imperial Intelligence’s resources, but I would need more than a promise to redeem your payment.”

“It is true I have no large fortune to spend tonight… but I happen to hold a precious piece of information,” Simon replied with a chuckle. “One more valuable than anything all your guests put together can bring to the table.”

“Oh?” Bert leaned forward with slight curiosity. “Such as?”

Simon smirked ear to ear. “I know the Fourth Overlord’s real identity.”
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  Watching everyone’s various reactions to his declaration was quite telling.

Meredith, Leonard, and most of the audience who knew nothing of Balzam’s death stared at him in a mix of confusion and slowly sinking disbelief; Voltobauta seemed more puzzled than anything, likely because the news hadn’t reached him yet; Vouivre squinted at Simon in suspicion; and a brief flash of surprise passed over Bert’s eyes. Only Eole missed the statement’s implications because she didn’t understand Endymian.

“It seems I have your attention now,” Simon said, smirking. “Here’s my offer: return my retainer to me, alive and safe, and I shall share that secret with you. Keep it, sell it, I don’t care what you do with it next.”

“What are you talking about?” Voltobauta asked.

“You lie,” Vouivre said, calling out his bluff.

“Prove it,” Bert said upon recovering his bearings.

Since he couldn’t put them on himself, Simon subtly cast Fiendmask and pulled up his sleeve to reveal copies of his Devil Brands of Sloth, Gluttony, Greed, and Lust on his arm.

“These were gifts granted to me by the new Overlord in return for my valuable services, alongside Firewand’s services,” Simon lied. “If your spy network is as accurate as you think, Spider, you would know my father always refused to grant me any power.”

Bert scowled at the brands, as did Vouivre. Those two probably knew enough about the Overlord’s powers to recognize the designs, and Simon hoped they would take the Dark aura radiating from these fakes as proof that they were genuine. Rogues were not particularly known for their knowledge of enchantments.

“What services?” Bert asked warily, which Simon took as a very good sign.

“It was my suggestion that he forge my father’s will to frame your brother, Lady Vouivre,” Simon replied after pulling down his sleeve to reduce the risk of identification. “We had hoped this would lead to you and that fool Louis killing each other, so imagine my face when I heard you had eaten your sibling instead. I didn’t even know your kind cannibalized each other.”

Vouivre’s expression crumbled from arrogance to horrible realization. She didn’t look angry in the slightest that he had framed her brother, but his knowledge left her slightly spooked. “How do you know about these things…”

“Wait, wait, someone finally slew the old geezer?” Voltobauta chuckled behind his mask. “Now I’m curious to hear who did it. I owe them a drink.”

Meredith gulped behind Simon. “Your Highness–” she said, only for Leonard to silence her with a glare. They didn’t understand half of what was going on, but they could tell they were better off going along with what Simon was doing until they could question him later.

“Why would you betray your new employer so easily for this girl?” Bert asked while glancing at Eole.

“Because he’s lying,” Vouivre insisted.

“Betray them?” Simon laughed. “You don’t get it. The truth is that he’s already out of your reach. Even if I tell you, you won’t be able to catch him.”

“Him?” Voltobauta noted, while Vouivre scowled in silence. As Simon suspected, she only saw his words as a challenge.

“You are unwise to reveal that your leverage is useless,” Bert pointed out.

“Is it?” Simon waved his hand at Vouivre. “Look how eager she is to claim her birthright. Countless fools like her will try to claim the Overlord’s power, even if their efforts are doomed to fail. Think of the favors and chaos you could cause and exploit with it, of what the Oracle would give you...”

Vouivre seethed at the insult. “Belzemine,” she said, insisting on the name. “Capture the Magnos and kill the rest.”

Belzemine frowned at Vouivre, slightly surprised she knew her name… but she failed to answer or to act on the dragon’s order. Steam poured out of Vouivre’s mouth as scales flashed on her skin from her fury.

“As I said,” Simon went on as if nothing had happened, “fools will always try their luck.”

“I would have no way of confirming that information,” Bert pointed out. “I would need proof that you aren’t providing a false name.”

If he’s haggling, then I’ve already won. “Just cast a divination spell when I give you the name. You’ll know I told you the truth when you come up short.”

“That’s insufficient.”

“Too bad, that’s all you’ll get,” Simon replied harshly. “My airship will open fire on this keep within minutes once we fail to return, and reinforcements are already on their way. Take the deal and run while you can, or prepare for a fight.”

Simon and Bert glared at each other, the tension in the air so thick it felt like the onset of a thunderstorm. Vouivre looked downright murderous at the humiliation, Leonard and Meredith clutched their weapons tightly, Belzemine gathered fire in her hands to blast everyone else on a moment’s notice, and everyone else held their breath. Only Voltobauta observed the scene with an entertained chuckle, his hand toying with a glass of red liquid that might or might not be wine. Watching the whole scene entertained him.

Seconds that seemed to last forever passed, and Ludwig Bert made his decision in an instant.

A dagger flashed out from under his sleeve so fast that Simon’s eyes struggled to keep up and pressed against Eole’s chin, his other hand grabbing Eole’s hair to keep her in place. Simon saw red, but remained calm.

“You win,” Bert said, his voice colder than ice. “I will bring her to you. You will whisper the name to me in my ear, and I will surrender the kish at that very same moment. Play fair, and we’ll all be on our way. Try to touch her, try to play smart, try to play coy, and I’ll slice her throat. Give me the wrong answer, and I will know.”

He must think I intend to teleport away with a gem or the like once I grab her, Simon deduced. So close and yet so far, Spider.

“Prepare to leave as soon as the exchange concludes,” Simon informed his retainers, before addressing a terrified Eole in kish. “I will take you with me. Just go along with this.”

His plan required at least tacit agreement on her part, and she thankfully nodded in relief. She might not understand everything that was going on, but she trusted him to save her. That would have warmed his heart if the situation hadn’t been so tense.

Bert slowly climbed down the stairs with Eole in tow, while everyone else watched on tensely. Simon could tell Vouivre would pounce and strike the moment the kish changed hands, while the likes of Voltobauta adjusted their posture for the fight they knew would begin once the exchange concluded. Not to mention that Ludwig Bert was likely to renege on the deal.

Forty feet… thirty five… Simon suppressed a smile once Bert approached close enough. Thirty… just a bit closer to be sure… 

“Now,” Ludwig Bert said once he and Eole faced Simon. “The truth.”

Simon smiled, then leaned forward to whisper in the bastard’s ear. If he was truly the Rogue, he would appreciate the irony of the situation. He had made a slight yet fatal mistake.

Namely, Simon’s Perk didn’t require physical contact; only proximity.

“The Fourth Overlord’s name is…”


Lord of the Demon Castle activated. 



Simon teleported away with his retainers, Eole included, leaving Ludwig Bert and his kind with nothing.

They were in Lord Albert’s halls one second, and then in Castle Frightwall’s vaults the next. His retainers all blinked and looked around them in confusion. Only Belzemine appeared to understand what had just happened.

Their surprise was as delightful as the rush of experience coursing through Simon’s veins.


Level 46 Overlord Perk: Dreadful Aura IV (Active): Individuals affected by your Dreadful Aura’s Terror ailment will suffer from an Instadeath, so long as they are at least 20 levels below you.



Pulling a fast one on a criminal mastermind was quite the show of superiority. Simon wondered if the hall had devolved into chaos in their wake. His airship should have been about to open fire, and though he knew it probably wouldn’t be enough to take out Vouivre, but the idea that one or the other perished gave him life.

This way was safer and let him continue the reign unseen. Simon would certainly have to explain a few things to his retainers, like whether he told the truth at the auction or how he teleported them to safety, but at least this reign would continue with his secret safe. There was still so much to do.

“We are safe, Eole,” Simon reassured her in Elvish. “Let’s go to Shabram and call the hunt on–”

He heard a crack in the back of his head. A terrible noise of glass shattering, or a branch of wood snapping from one’s strength. A red message suddenly appeared in front of Simon’s eyes before he could recover.


You have broken the following Judge’s Law: Teleportation is not allowed within Frightwall. 

Judgment: Stasis. 



The Judge? Euphemia–

Time suddenly began to slow down all around him. His chest’s movements became a chore, sounds lengthened until they became incomprehensible, and even the flickering of torches halted. Simon sensed an effect his Unyielding Essence didn’t protect him from seizing hold of him.


Stasis status transferred by Lovestruck.



The effect snapped back, and time resumed as normal.

Thank the Light Elaine was still technically betrothed to him.

However, Simon couldn’t say the same for his allies. Eole, Meredith, Leonard, and even Belzemine had been frozen in time; their bodies standing still mid-motion like statues frozen between two ticks of the clock. The Judge’s power had claimed them all.

“I knew the testament was a forgery,” a familiar, stern voice echoed throughout the vault. “Your father would never have trusted you with a barony and Firewand.”

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine. He turned his gaze to the source of the voice and watched a familiar figure walking down the stairs into the vault.

Simon had had the displeasure of seeing Euphemia render judgment in her husband’s stead once or twice in the past, so he immediately recognized the Judge Class outfit on her: a white toga reaching silver sandals, with a gilded necklace and bracers gleaming on her skin. Metal wings of golden feathers had grown out of her back. Her left hand carried a pair of scales, and her right a warhammer that seemed too big to lift for anyone short of Dassein’s bulk. Her normal eyes were blindfolded, but the third one pitilessly glared at Simon

She was a true angel of the Light, one devoid of pity.

“I foresaw that the new Overlord would try to sneak back in, so I set a Law to stop you,” Euphemia said. “Still, I did not expect you to be the one to activate this trap.”

Simon cursed under his breath. He hadn’t tried to teleport inside Frightwall in all the reigns after Balzam’s death became public for fear of discovery, and it would make sense to set defenses preventing teleportation inside to protect from outsiders, but he hadn’t expected Euphemia to lay that kind of trap. Simon would have thought his Treacherous Title would have let him ignore a Judge’s law, but… he guessed it didn’t count as an agreement or contract. One couldn’t consent to being subject to the law.

The ability probably punished anyone violating its terms, no exceptions allowed.

At least that would explain why the War Party never tried to teleport back into Frightwall to retake it during the civil war. They must have lost a few assassins trying to sneak in.

“Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty,” Simon said, bowing in an attempt to salvage things. “I have returned on behalf of Lady Shabram to report on a conspiracy–”

“I do not believe you. Only the likes of Louis or the Oracle should be able to ignore one of my Judgments.” Euphemia’s third eye squinted at Simon. “You are either the new Overlord or more than you pretend to be.”

“I am more than I look,” Simon admitted. “I have been working with Imperial Intelligence on behalf of my father and Lady Shabram to uncover a conspiracy sponsored by the Oracle to infiltrate our ranks. I have been extensively trained for this.”

“Is that why you deceived your father-in-law?” Euphemia asked, her voice laced with skepticism. “My spies tell me you lured him and his daughter into your sister’s den, yet you alone walked out of it.”

“Indeed.” Thank the Light, she seemed at least willing to listen. “The Malphas family has been on the White Unicorn’s payroll for years. They’re planning an attack on Frightwall at the end of the month to exploit our vulnerability. We’ve gathered proof of their treachery, which my sister will bring to you shortly.”

Euphemia listened without a word, her face blank. She pondered his words for a moment before speaking up again, with her third eye glowing with holy light. “Tell me the sky is pink.”

Simon blinked. “What?”

“I said, tell me the sky is pink.”

Simon immediately realized what she was trying to do, and that he was already doomed. “The sky… is pink.”

“My Discerning Gaze Perk could not register that as nonsense, which means you are immune to divination.” Euphemia’s face twisted into a dark scowl of indignation, runes shining on her warhammer. “A patricidal liar is all that you are!”

Simon immediately activated Lord of the Demon Castle, teleporting himself and his retainers straight into Shabram’s office. He landed right in front of the shocked spymaster, but a notification appeared in front of his eyes before he could ask for her help.


You have broken the following Judge’s Law: Teleportation is not allowed within Frightwall. 

Judgment: Stasis. 



Curses, the effect could be applied more than onc–

Time began to slow down all around him, but since Elaine was still affected by Stasis, Lovestruck failed to transfer the effect to her. Simon’s sense of reality blurred as he and the rest of the timestream drifted further apart, until he ceased to think.

He was trapped on the threshold between now and next.



He never saw the blow that brought this reign to an end.

It must have been Euphemia tracking him down to Shabram’s office and smiting him where he stood. Perhaps she gave Thalas or Norbelle the honor of doing the deed in the hopes that they would inherit the Overlord Class. Whatever the case, he soon found himself back in front of the Crimson Throne.

The grim irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Simon. He had spent this entire reign lying his way to victory, only to die when a literal divine judge called his bluff.

It was such an unexpected, yet fitting ending to this reign.

I was so close, Simon lamented upon finding himself in front of the Crimson Throne. I had the elf conspiracy dead to rights! I could have pushed further, found other weak points, maybe even located the Mana Sword! I even managed to save Eole! 

He guessed he had at least learned more about Euphemia’s Perks and abilities. He also knew how to wreck the elf conspiracy and prevent them from interfering any further. The end came earlier than he would have liked, but the job was still done.

The Crimson Throne itself was happy with this outcome. It overflowed with pride and joy as it bestowed upon him a title worthy of his actions against the Overlord’s ancient enemies.


This is the thirteenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the title of Simon the Deceitful.

The Deceitful: You have proven yourself a master liar and discovered a flaw in the Overlord Class, which shall be remedied. Your Devil Brands can no longer be removed once applied—ever—but you can choose to make them undetectable.



Huh, so Titles could directly change how the Overlord’s Perks worked? Simon guessed that the Crimson Throne truly loathed finding a flaw in its prized Class, enough to edit it–

Wait, did that mean that Simon couldn’t remove the Devil Brands? Including Belzemine’s? Was she condemned to stay a slave until death, or would the fact that she had been enslaved by his predecessors give him some leeway? The Title said it applied to his brands...

Simon woke up in his room with all these questions.

He sat up on the bed and considered what to do for this reign. Although the previous one had been cut short earlier than he had hoped, he did obtain an immense amount of information. He could cripple the White Unicorn’s activities in the empire and uproot their entire spy ring with a single message to Shabram. Their constant interferences would finally come to an end, at least until the Oracle managed to regain her footing.

Only two particular issues remained: the identity of Balzam Magnos’ assassin, and the Mana Sword’s whereabouts. The fact that the latter might be capable of interfering with the reigns or the Overlord Class made it a threat Simon couldn’t ignore. He had to find its location to prevent it from blindsiding him, study it if possible, and destroy it if it proved too dangerous. Only then would he be capable of leveraging all of Endymion’s resources for his other projects without always looking over his shoulder.

But how could he do that? Only the Oracle knew the assassin’s true identity, and Simon doubted the Mana Sword could be tracked through divination. Patriate Malphas informed Simon that he had left the weapon in the chapel where the predicted killer picked it up, so that left him with a vague hint.

I could set a trap to lure out the assassin, Simon thought. It has to be Louis, Euphemia, or… or Lauriane. 

Euphemia might have called him a patricidal liar, but Simon knew better than to trust her. She might have simply been trying to cover her tracks.

I could put them all under surveillance… no, it won’t be enough. I’m in my thirteenth reign, and the assassin never showed their hands in any of them. If any of them have the Mana Sword, they’ll only use it when they’re certain they can kill me.

What play could be guaranteed to throw the assassin off their game enough to make a mistake?

It was then that the perfect idea crossed Simon’s mind.

A daring plot, so absurd in its scope and execution that he actually burst out laughing alone in his room.

“No, that’s not… someone would notice… no way I can keep that up for long…” Simon stroked his chin as he pondered the plan a little bit longer. “Still… they said I looked identical to him in the armor… and there’s no way the assassin will keep a straight face… they’ll slip up… plus I would have an excuse to shrug off Euphemia’s Perks…”

Moreover… Moreover, it would let him both check the Deepground plan, leverage all the empire’s resources, and prevent the stupid civil war from tearing the empire apart. Not to mention that it might grant him quite a few levels.

He at least had to give it a try.

His choice now made, Simon teleported into his father’s bedroom to find him dead and lying in his own blood next to one of his dead concubines. Simon stared at Balzam Magnos’ body for a second, briefly considered the best way to dispose of it, and then came up with a fitting solution.

“Keeper.”

The Keeper of the Throne obediently materialized at his side. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“I need you to do something I should have ordered you to do long ago,” Simon said. “Dispose of my father’s corpse in the acid room in the basement. Make sure no one sees you.”

That left the concubine’s corpse in his room, but it wouldn’t be the first time Balzam Magnos killed one of his mistresses. He had executed another over cheating accusations, and he had gone as far as to secretly murder his first wife.

Leaving the Keeper to its work, Simon moved to the nearest mirror in his father’s bedroom, changed his stat information with Anathemic Secrecy, and then cast a Fiendmask spell to change his appearance. He appeared to grow taller, with a white beard and a lion-like mane of hair growing on his face alongside wrinkles. The voice would be a little harder to imitate, but Simon had gained quite a lot of experience on that front during his stint as a demon in the woods. He repeated a few sentences until he nailed it.

He doubted he could keep up the masquerade for long, but it should fool most people unaware of the switch for a time.

As far as the world was concerned, Balzam Magnos had never died.

  

    
        Chapter 83: Mask of the Jester King (1)

    
    
    
    
  Simon once again started the reign by checking his Inventory.

The book he had stored there in the previous timeline remained as an icon there, though Simon couldn’t access it. The fact that this event repeated two times in a row now suggested it wasn’t a one-time error in the System. He would regularly check on it to confirm whether or not the icon disappeared over time.

Then, after checking his Fiendmask for any flaws, Simon teleported into Shabram's office. He half-expected his spymistress to be absent, only to find her reading documents. Did the woman ever sleep?

“Your Majesty?” she asked with a frown. “What a surprise to see you at this hour. Did Lady Sha bore you already?”

Sha? Was that the dead concubine’s name? “A fatal mistake,” Simon replied ominously, while doing his best to imitate his father’s cruel smile, “But let us not waste time on details. I need you to call a High Council meeting.”

“Right now?”

“Yes. Do it in your name without mentioning me.” The assassin would believe the spymistress had found Balzam’s corpse and was calling the empire’s echelons to discuss the murder in secret. “Then, I want you to restrain and arrest Elaine Malphas while her father is occupied waiting with the council. Be very careful. She’s a traitor carrying an exploding necklace, and she won’t hesitate to use it to blow herself up once caught. I need her alive, to use against her treacherous father.”

“I see…” Lady Shabram set her files aside. “May I ask Your Majesty a question?”

“You may.”

“What’s our son’s name?”

Of all the things she could have asked, that was the last one Simon expected. It took him completely by surprise, the words slowly sinking in.

Their son? Balzam Magnos and Lady Shabram had a son? Simon recalled seeing her in his father’s book of conquests, but he never heard any rumors about his father siring a bastard upon her. This was both a plausible possibility and a potential bluff meant to identify a potential impostor.

Should he say they had no son in the hope that it was a lie, or say he didn’t remember because he had too many bastards to care about each one? No, it wouldn’t change anything. The gig was up if Shabram even had to ask such a trick question.

“Is that a joke?” Simon inquired in utter disbelief.

“It is not.” Shabram sat on her desk. “You impersonate His Majesty well enough, but he always summons me rather than visiting my office, to ensure I remember my place.” Her head tilted to the side. “May I ask who I’m talking to? If you can teleport around in Frightwall, then you must be the new Overlord.”

Simon suddenly began to have doubts about his plan. He sighed and cancelled his Fiendmask, showing his true self. “You figured me out,” he said, squinting at her. “Were you bluffing about your son?”

“No. He’s very young, and I keep his existence a secret so no one can use him to pressure me, but Your Majesty does have another half-brother.” Shabram smiled at him. “Would you like to meet him?”

“Uh… probably… maybe, I don’t know, this is all very sudden and unexpected,” Simon admitted. That news had taken him completely by surprise, and yet it explained so much. “That can wait until later, we have more pressing matters to deal with for now. My father has been murdered and I inherited his Class. And before you ask, no, I did not kill him.”

“It wouldn’t matter to me if you did,” Shabram replied. “If anything, I suspect His Majesty would have been proud that you did the deed. The fact that you inherited the Overlord Class is proof enough that you were his worthy successor.”

“You flatter me, but I cannot rest easy so long as Father’s assassin remains afoot,” Simon said. “I will need your assistance to catch the responsible party.”

She didn’t even question him. Her faith in the Overlord was truly unshakable. “I assume that would be Patriate Malphas, if you seek to capture his daughter alive?”

“No, but he supplied the weapon,” Simon replied. “He placed an enchanted sword in the castle’s chapel a few days before the assassination.”

“High Confessor Mastemo and Empress Euphemia regularly attend ceremonies there. Prince Louis and Princess Lauriane occasionally visit it too on occasion to discuss with officials.” Shabram clasped her hands. “However, comings and goings are carefully monitored. My agents would have informed me if anyone was seen entering and leaving the chapel with a new magical sword.”

True. Patriate Malphas avoided that by storing the Mana Sword in his Inventory and smuggling it inside the chapel, but the killer would have to leave with it. Either they managed to hide it somehow, or…

Or they smuggled it out the same way Patriate moved it in.

It’s him. The pieces all fell into place in Simon’s mind. It has to be him. 

He was the only one with the required ability, the necessary proficiency to kill Balzam Magnos in one hit, and the one the Oracle specifically didn’t want to inherit the Overlord Class, an outcome which the Mana Sword was supposed to prevent. The weapon’s current location couldn’t be more obvious.

It also meant that Simon had no way of taking it by force until he accumulated over forty levels or powerful allies. This left only diplomacy and trickery, and the killer would likely use the blade to silence any witnesses the moment he was called out on it. Not to mention that Simon had no proof yet, only suspicions.

I will go with my original plan, Simon decided. It is the only one with a chance of peaceful resolution. 

It was time for Balzam Magnos to confront his murderer.



The highest echelons of the empire gathered in the High Council’s room at Shabram’s urging. Simon ‘Balzam’ Magnos waited for his’ spymistress’ signal in her office, which he received soon enough.

“They are all here, Your Majesty,” Shabram informed through her newfound Brand of Sloth. “The guards should have seized Elaine Malphas by now.”

Simon took a long, deep breath, checked his buffs and spells for the hundredth time, and then teleported into the room.

He had only been there once in all of the previous reigns, filling the seat his father occupied back when the councilors tried to make a puppet out of him in his father’s place. Quite the irony that he was the only one in on the joke this time.

All eyes turned in his direction when he appeared, which let him see the councilors’ reactions in minute detail.

Knowing what would happen, Shabram simply smiled.

Belzemine showed no reaction whatsoever.

Patriate Malphas, who had probably been informed by the Oracle that Balzam Magnos was due to die last night, paled with immense fear at the sight of the Overlord.

Lauriane greeted him with a blank face and a nod. “Father.”

Mastemo, whose face always remained hidden behind his mirror mask, clasped his hands. “Your Majesty.”

Euphemia welcomed him with a dismissive grunt, being clearly frustrated at having been woken up in the middle of the night and having little respect left for her husband.

Only one of the people present stared at Simon, not with annoyance or fear, but resignation. He must have expected something like this when he failed to obtain the Overlord Class after doing the deed.

“What’s wrong?” Simon smirked wickedly, his heart pounding hard in his chest. This was the moment of truth. “Did you think I was dead?”

His reaction confirmed Simon’s suspicions. That look of frustration about getting caught and outwitted, rather than fear or remorse, spoke volumes about his true feelings.

“Did you truly believe it would work, my son?” Simon inquired. “That you could kill me with an elven blade of all things?”

Louis Magnos, crown-prince and Marshal of the empire, confessed to his patricide with a casual shrug. “Yes, I did.”

That confirmed it.

Louis had murdered his own father with the Mana Sword without any remorse.

That makes seven successful murders, Brother Dearest, Simon thought upon remembering his father’s tally of deaths, his heart pounding in alarm. Too bad for you, it only landed you the runner-up spot.

Part of Simon wanted to thank Louis profusely for slaying Balzam Magnos, and the rest remained incredibly wary. Louis hadn’t hesitated to kill his father nor Simon himself. Shedding his kin’s blood didn’t cloud his conscience any more than bombarding entire cities did. Simon was starting to wonder if his brother even had one.

Now that he had learned the truth, what could he do with this information?

Not much, Simon thought grimly. Louis wouldn’t hesitate to attack if he felt threatened, and he could probably kill half the people in this room except for Euphemia. It would be the same bloodbath that followed Balzam’s death in Simon’s first reign. My best chance is to treat the whole thing as a joke. Father’s twisted idea of a prank.

“What’s going on?” Lauriane asked.

“Your brother tried and miserably failed to kill me in my bedroom,” Simon replied with a chuckle, as if he found it amusing. “That was something of a test on my part, which he failed horribly.”

“What?!” Lauriane’s head snapped in her brother’s direction. “Is this a joke?!”

Euphemia stared at Louis with barely concealed disgust. “You tried to murder your own father?”

“Prince Louis!” Patriate said in a vain attempt to go along with the flow and keep his cover. “How could you?!”

“Is there no low Your Highness will not stoop to?” Mastemo inquired with scorn.

“Do you fault me? I saw an opportunity to take the throne and took it. I am sure you would have done the same in my place.” Louis rested his head on his fist and observed his ‘father.’ He showed no fear or hesitation, although this situation should be the ultimate stress test. “I knew it was a trick when I failed to inherit the Overlord Class. Was that a body double?”

Simon was now convinced that there was something utterly wrong with Louis Magnos. No man could be so calm and nonchalant when accused of murder in a room full of high-level people. Either his confidence was sky-high, or he processed emotions differently than normal people.

“The concubine you slew was real enough,” Simon replied with a dismissive snort. “Did you gain a level out of it at least?”

“No,” Louis replied without remorse.

“A pity. At least you recovered the Mana Sword as I planned.” Simon pointed at the table. “Put it here.”

Louis remained quiet for a moment, no doubt weighing the odds of striking his father down with the Mana Sword from across the table and killing his way through the castle, before realizing the futility of it. After all, his father had seemingly survived one assassination attempt with the blade.

“Infinite Armory,” he said, waving his hand at the table and causing the Mana Sword to appear.

Simon had only seen Ser Richard’s sword briefly once at the end of the disastrous final battle in the Darkwood, and yet he immediately noticed the resemblance to this one. Forged in what appeared to be an alloy of gleaming blue steel and silver, with a burnished copper hilt exquisitely carved in the shape of a tree extending its branches. An emerald manalith glowed on its pommel. It was perhaps the most beautiful weapon Simon had ever seen, and he could feel the Overlord spirit within him recoil at the sight like a vampire facing the rising daylight.

“What is this?” Mastemo wondered. “A magical sword?”

“This… this is an elven blade,” Belzemine muttered with a dead expression.

“It carries many enchantments,” Euphemia said, a scowl stretching on her face. “I can feel them from here.”

“It was an anonymous gift, delivered to me with the expectation that I would slay the Overlord with it,” Louis said, holding his ‘father’s’ gaze. “Was it yours?”

“No, but it was my hope that my enemies would deliver it to you.” Simon glanced at Patriate, who was dying inside at the sight of the sword. It must have been a crushing blow to sacrifice so much to deliver the weapon inside these walls, only to watch the enemy recover it.

“Beautiful craftsmanship, isn’t it?” Simon leaned towards a terrified Patriate’s ear. “Familiar craftsmanship, Lord Barthandelus?”

His hand immediately reached out for his necklace to blow himself up without hesitation, but Simon disarmed him with a single threat.

“I have your half-breed daughter. Alive.”

In Balzam Magnos’ mouth, that last word sounded a thousand times more threatening than dead. Patriate Malphas froze in place, a look of utter despair on his face.

“Your sisters Sebile and Lutzelfrau too,” Simon added. That one was a lie, but Patriate had no means of confirming it. Simply hearing his sisters’ true names ought to shatter his spirit. “You are a family man, Barthandelus, a caring man, so you know how I will take care of them.”

“You…” Patriate clenched his teeth in impotent rage. “You monster…”

“I know,” Simon replied softly. He bet his father would have said the same thing. “So if you try to dodge your way out of your rightful punishment, I will have those three pretty ladies brought to me and I will–”

Feed their souls to Gourmand? Rape them? No, that would be too common. His father wouldn’t be above doing either, but he always went the extra mile by inventing some horrible fate when it came to settling old grudges. He had collected a whole museum of petrified victims, among other terrors. It had to be something outlandish, so absurdly worthy of his title of the Cruel.

“–I will eat them.”

Patriate looked up to him in abject horror. Shabram smiled in vague amusement—being in on the joke—whereas Mastemo sank in his chair and Belzemine showed no emotions. Lauriane was left speechless, and even Louis appeared vaguely disturbed. As for Euphemia…

“Again?” she said, her tone dripping with pure contempt. “Eating that cow beastwoman wasn’t enough for you?”

…

By the Light, the implications.

“Well,” Simon said, trying to come up with an answer that fit his father, “I never had an elf salad before!”

Euphemia’s gaze became unbearable, and nobody dared to comment on his words.

“I do not understand,” High Confessor Mastemo said in his eagerness to change the topic, “Did you supply this blade to Prince Louis, Patriate? Did you purchase it from the elves to kill His Majesty?”

“Lord Patriate Malphas is no man,” Shabram said, “His true name is Barthandelus, an elf blessed with the Changeling Vassal Class which allows him to pass for human.”

Patriate stared at her, and Simon watched the last embers of fight left in his gaze dying in his eyes. His hand let go of his necklace as his soul fell into a pit of absolute despair.

“It is finally sinking in for you that I knew from the start,” Simon said to further break his spirit and ensure he didn’t try anything stupid. “I know about the Goddess’ Judgment and your plan for Agnes. Without spoiling too much…” Simon leaned to whisper in his ear. “It’s not going to work.”

“You…” Patriate’s voice broke in his throat, “knew?”

“Indeed.” The lies that time-travel let a man get away with… “I allowed this treachery to take root and unfold.”

“But why?” Lauriane asked in disbelief. “Why, Father?”

“To teach his Illusean mistress and your elder brother a very valuable lesson.” Simon clapped his hands, a smug smile stretching across his Fiendmask. “That I alone am worthy to rule.”

Patriate regained a little energy in his anger. “One day you will fall,” he said, his voice weak. “Like all your predecessors. Once you have made everyone your enemy, someone is bound to get lucky.”

“But that someone won’t be you, elven vermin.” Simon turned to Louis next. He had found a way to at least keep him out of his hair for now. “As for you, my son, I can tolerate your ambition, but not your incompetence. You shall be stripped of command until you redeem yourself. Dassein will assume your Marshal duties until further notice.”

Louis raised an eyebrow. “You will not kill me?”

“You’re letting him live?!” Euphemia choked in righteous outrage. “After he tried to kill you?!”

My options are kind of limited for now, unless you want to kill each other, Simon thought. Life is made of little compromises.

“My son is no threat to me, and though he has greatly disappointed me, he may still prove useful,” he replied dismissively. “It has come to my attention through Shabram that Gargauth has begotten vile dragonlings intent on destroying all that we have achieved.”

Euphemia’s eyes widened in alarm. “Gargauth had children?”

“Gargauth slew all dragons on the continent,” Mastemo pointed out. “Which one would be left to bear his brood?”

“That remains a mystery for now,” Shabram conceded, especially since she had to base her report on Simon’s own intel. “However, my spies have confirmed this information.”

“Their names are Casval and Vouivre Ashmodai,” Simon said. “The former hides in House Forneus as a ward, and the latter is inciting rebellion in Telluria. Bring me both of their heads, Louis, and I shall find it in my heart to forgive you.”

“We both know you have none, Father, but fine,” Louis replied, his hand reaching out for the Mana Sword. “I will take my leave–”

“The sword stays here,” Simon said, stopping his brother dead in his tracks. He would have Belzemine analyze the weapon to figure out if it could interfere with the reigns. “Did you really think I would let you take it with you?”

“No, I did not.” Louis shrugged and rose from his seat. “What is my deadline?”

“Yesterday,” Simon replied cheerfully. “Be a dear and help your sister escort Patriate to his new cell, would you? I would be upset if anything happened to our friend on the way.” He then turned to Euphemia and Mastemo. “I have a list of co-conspirators for you to interrogate. I am confident we identified them all, but it does not hurt to be thorough.”

Euphemia snorted, her fair face full of hatred. “You let this mess fester and now expect us to clean it.”

“Yes,” Simon replied bluntly.

“Fuck you, Balzam,” she angrily snapped at him. “Do you think this is a game? We are not toys and tools for you to–”

“Your Grace, please,” Mastemo said in an attempt to defuse the situation. “Your anger is wasted here. For now, we must ensure none of our enemies escape our grasp.”

“Shut the door on your way out,” Simon said dismissively. Euphemia immediately stormed out with Mastemo shadowing her, whereas Lauriane and Louis escorted Patriate outside, leaving Simon alone with Shabram and Belzemine.

He let out a sigh and sank into his chair the moment the doors closed. All the tension accumulated in the last hour flowed out of him.

By the Light, how did he manage to pull that off without it devolving into a bloodbath?! Was his father so feared by his inner circle that the mere idea of doubting him never entered their minds? Or had acting become a second nature to him?

Whatever the case, the flow of experience pouring through him was only matched by the thrill of victory. He had solved the mystery of Balzam’s murder after so long, obtained the Mana Sword, and potentially averted a civil war.

“Your Majesty is a wonderful actor,” Shabram complimented him. “However, I suspect they will start to grow suspicious before too long. This situation is unsustainable.”

“Agreed,” Simon conceded. Louis had given up way too easily and proved too confident, which meant he likely had an ace or two up his sleeves, and Euphemia hated Balzam so much that Simon wondered if she wasn’t already planning his assassination. Shock and awe had carried the day for now, but they would run out soon. “I have to ask… did my father actually eat a shifter?”

“Unfortunately, he did,” Shabram admitted with a sigh. Belzemine looked up in confusion at the ‘father’ bit. “He was halfway through Gargauth’s cookbook by the time I last saw him.”

Simon was almost afraid to ask for details.

  

    
        Chapter 84: Mask of the Jester King (2)

    
    
    
    
  Gargauth left behind more than a castle for his successors.

A cookbook was the last thing Balzam Magnos must have expected to inherit, but he had apparently grown bored enough over his reigns to examine its content. The unfortunate truth was that since a dragon could eat anything and anyone, the recipes recorded within were rather… disturbing.


Human Family Pie

Beastmen Meat Platter

Dryad Leaf Salad with Pixie Cheese

Roasted Kish with Pineapples

Boiled Elf Turkey A La Bel’Zemine



A disgusted Simon dared to check the last entry, which confirmed that not only was the name not an accident, but that the level of detail suggested it had taken more than one reign to refine the recipe. It even advised to make the elf cry prior to the execution to better ‘salt the meat.’

The kish part was equally disturbing, since Balzam might have found an… alternative use for Eole than sexual slavery had she been brought to him. Simon couldn’t tell which option would have been worse.

“Did Gargauth leave us with anything other than horrors?” Simon asked after tossing the book aside. The mere idea that his father had gone through all the recipes inside disgusted him almost as much as… well, everything else he knew about the man.

“Gargauth left behind a full treasury in Frightwall, which greatly helped consolidate public investments after his fall, but his actual hoard was never recovered,” Shabram replied. “I suspect he left it to his heirs.”

That would make sense. Vouivre would need a steady cash flow to fuel her war machine, and last reign confirmed she was at least willing to barter with the Cobweb to buy Eole. The sword she used against Simon in Valne might have come from her father’s inheritance.

Oh well, maybe Louis would find some information on the matter. The Crown Prince had already left the castle for House Forneus to hunt down Casval on Simon’s behalf. Simon had no doubt he would triumph over Vouivre, since he had sent her running in previous reigns, and that it should keep him occupied for a while. The problems would come when he returned triumphant.

“I have recalled Lord Paimon, Prince Dassein, and other generals to Castle Frightwall at your request,” Shabram informed him. “They should return soon.”

“Good,” Simon replied. This would be the best occasion for discussing Operation Deepground and reorganizing the army to kill the civil war in its crib. “What of the elf conspiracy and the Cobweb?”

“I have summoned the Flauros and the Eligos families to Castle Frightwall, officially at Patriate’s demand, and we will arrest them on arrival. We are otherwise in the process of mass-feeding the Malphas agents in Marthrone to Gourmand, and your chosen replacement for Lord-Treasurer is on her way.” Shabram coughed. “Is Your Majesty certain about stamping out the Cobweb? Our connections with them have proved very useful in both infiltrating the White Unicorn and tracking down the Rogue Crestone.”

“This organization is more trouble than it’s worth,” Simon decided. He was tired of the Prince’s constant betrayals, and he was wary about their hunt for the Zodiac Fiends. “I shall not tolerate any interference at this critical juncture. Wipe them out from Endymion.”

Simon sensed Belzemine’s mental contact through her new Brand of Sloth, which slightly bothered him. He had revealed the truth to the elf after the High Council meeting and sworn her to secrecy. It had also been the chance to test out his new Deceitful Title.

On the one hand, he managed to remove Belzemine’s old slave marks, likely because they had been applied by another Overlord besides Simon before the Crimson Throne improved upon them. He had the feeling he could probably do the same with Duchar, since he had received his own Brand of Sloth from Balzam Magnos.

On the other hand, the Deceitful Title otherwise worked as advertised. Simon had tried to remove the brands he gave to Shabram as a test and failed, and not even the contract-breaking dagger they recovered from Patriate Malphas could dispel them; it only made the marks invisible to the naked eye unless Simon chose to reveal them as a twisted prank on the elves.

Hiding the Devil Brands at least suppressed their effects, which meant that the Greed one remained usable, but it only took a single thought for Simon to reactivate them. They never truly went away.

The people Simon marked were condemned to bear his brands until death, a realization which made applying them to Belzemine all the harder. Simon was more and more convinced he should dedicate a future reign to healing his elf slave’s spirit, or at least find a way to help her stand on her own two feet rather than constantly rely on the Overlord.

“What is it?” Simon inquired through telepathy.

“I have completed a cursory examination of the Mana Sword,” Belzemine replied. “The blade seemingly has been crafted from an alloy of silver, adamantine, and orichalcos laced with a multitude of effects ranging from Anti-Heal to Necrophobia and Damage Transfer disruption. I can attest it was forged by my kind, although I do not sense any trace of the Mana Goddess’ benediction.”

Strange. The benediction supposedly made the blade unique, so much that Patriate and his conspiracy doubted weaker copies could destroy the Overlord Class permanently. “Could this blessing have been spent when it struck my father?”

“I’m not sure, Your Majesty. I will need more time to analyze it fully.”

“Then proceed. Uncovering the Mana Sword’s secrets is a top priority.” Simon was wary of touching the weapon himself for fear it might either harm him like the Paladin Crestone or disrupt his Fiendmask. “What of the crystal ball we recovered from Patriate?”

“It appears to be a one-way communication system. The connection can only open from the Oracle’s side.”

A pity, but Simon had assumed as much. The risk that it would be used to strike at the Oracle must have been too great. “Keep monitoring it for any sign of activity, and inform me if you make any breakthroughs.” 

“As Your Majesty wishes.”

Simon cut off the mental contact and focused back on Shabram. “What else is on today’s agenda? The official, pre-kingslaying agenda?”

“Your father spent most of his ‘work hours’ dictating orders and letters to our various officials or planning military campaigns, with the occasional public audience to deliver justice and hear petitions. The afternoons were dedicated to leisure time, like hunts, banquets, Gourmand’s performances, and private executions.” Of course Balzam considered murder ‘free-time.’ “You are scheduled to have lunch with your family, during which I assume Empress Euphemia will discuss her children’s arranged marriages.”

“That reminds me, recall Norbelle to Frightwall too,” Simon decided. “I might need her soon.”

Simon was currently in a unique position to claim and consume Noble Crestones belonging to the imperial elites. Almost everyone on the High Council owed their Classes to Balzam Magnos. Trying to take Euphemia or Louis’ Crestones would likely lead to a fight Simon couldn’t win, but the others would be hard-pressed to deny him access to their own. The likes of the Commander, Summoner, or Alchemist had to have powerful Perks that Simon could assimilate. Moreover, Norbelle was the only known case of a Visionary with Darkblood power, which would give Simon insight into his own condition and how to further empower himself.

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Shabram said before suddenly recalling something. “I almost forgot. A kish shifter prisoner was due to be presented to your father as a potential slave concubine.”

Simon scowled in disgust. He wanted nothing more than to free Eole, but letting a pretty slave girl go would be the last thing on Balzam’s mind. It would raise too many questions and break character.

He could ask Shabram to make Eole ‘disappear’ and secretly release her somewhere else, but there was a risk she would run back to Telluria or get caught by the Cobweb rather than return to her people’s sanctuary. Voltobauta had apparently been on the lookout for a kish to capture, too. Simon doubted Eole would believe a prophet's story that came from the sitting Overlord rather than a friendly prince. She had almost deserted him in Valne when she learned the truth about his Class.

This was a very delicate situation. Simon didn’t feel sure of himself to release her now until he could resume his true identity and put the timeline back on track. He had to keep her at his side and under surveillance for now.

‘Balzam Magnos’ could find a use for her. One that didn’t require bedding her.

“Have the kish perform at my meal as a singer instead, to accompany Gourmand’s performance. I’ve heard they have a wonderful singing voice.” That should do for the time being until Simon could drop this masquerade. “How far away is your son from the castle?”

“He’s in the capital.” Shabram smiled at him. “Do you wish to visit your half-brother?”

“I might as well meet him, since I have some free time today.” Simon never had a younger sibling, and he was quite curious to meet kin he wouldn’t have to constantly lie to. Moreover, his experience with Euphemia taught him he absolutely needed a backup Dungeon safehouse to teleport to. A secret location in Marthrone might fit the bill. “I’ll be sure to include something for him in the will.”

Shabram’s eyebrows furrowed. “The will?”

“My will, so to say.” Simon had finally figured out a way of smoothing things over. “Balzam Magnos is going to prepare his own succession.”

—--

The ambiance at the Magnos dinner table was icy.

With Louis gone and the rest occupied abroad, the only family members present were ‘Balzam,’ Euphemia, Thalas, and Lauriane. The empress was scowling, Thalas was silent as a tomb, and Lauriane seemed tenser than usual.

At least the food was good and the entertainment passable. Gourmand—who had grown fat on all the souls recently fed to him—was reenacting a new play of his own invention, The Tragedy of Barthandelus the Unwise, to the tune of Eole’s singing. Simon’s kish friend was sending glares to her captor, but her slave tattoos compelled her to play the harp for the people present. This robbed Simon of any pleasure he might have derived from the performance.

Were family dinners always like this when his father was alive? If so, then Simon considered himself fortunate never to have been invited to one. Lauriane’s cold silence surprised Simon the most, since he thought she at least liked her sire.

“Where is Simon?” Lauriane asked out of the blue. “I couldn’t find him in his room, and none of the handmaids saw him since last night.”

She was the only one who cared. “I sent him away to train at a secure location,” Simon replied as if it were no big matter. “He will return once he gains enough levels to be useful to me.”

While Euphemia scowled and Thalas bit his tongue in jealousy, Lauriane squinted at her father with skepticism. “Train?”

“Since Louis disappointed me, I decided to expand my pool of potential successors,” Simon replied. “Since we should obtain a new Noble Crestone before long, I decided it would be easier for your half-brother to train in the associated Vassal Class to ease his inheritance.”

“Which Noble Class?” Lauriane inquired with suspicion.

Overlord. “That is not for you to know yet, my daughter.”

Lauriane scowled without pushing any further, and Euphemia seized what she saw as an opportunity. “You should at least disinherit Louis as Crown Prince,” she suggested. “The lack of strong punishment will encourage kingslaying.”

“True,” Simon replied, “Perhaps I should name Lauriane Crown Princess.”

That wasn’t the answer Euphemia sought, nor Lauriane herself. “I am pleased by the attention, Father, but I am a shadow of Louis.”

“Lauriane lacks the strength and influence to steer this empire,” Euphemia added. “And Dassein has no appetite for rulership.”

“Whereas your son has no aptitude for it,” Simon replied harshly, which caused Thalas to sink in his chair.

“Our son,” Euphemia replied venomously. “Thalas will be in a better position to keep the empire in one piece should anything happen to us. Lord Paimon is searching for a husband to wed his daughter, Anna. Should we break Thalas’ engagement to Antonine–”

“No,” Simon cut in sharply.

Euphemia scowled in frustration. “No?”

“No. I have other plans for Anna, and Thalas already has a woman too good for him.” Which certainly said something, considering the kind of opportunist Antonine was. “I am not spoiling him any further.”

Euphemia gripped the silver cutlery so much that it bent between her fingers. Thalas eventually cleared his throat, obviously wishing to speak up, but being scared to do so without invitation.

Simon already knew what he was about to ask, yet feigned vague curiosity, “Do you have anything to add, Thalas?”

“Father, I…” Thalas coughed. “I, uh… I woke this morning to find that the… the only exit to my bedroom led to the castle’s toilets now.”

“Yes, you always had a gift for pointing out the obvious, Thalas,” Simon replied dryly. “Yes, I changed your room’s location.”

“But… Why did you do that, Father?”

Because I hate you. “I thought that being a turd yourself, you would feel right at home.”

The crushed look in Thalas’ eyes filled Simon with immense pleasure, almost as much as Euphemia’s indignant glare and the rush of a new level.


Level 47 Overlord Perk: Devil Brand V (Active): You can mark a willing target with the Brand of Envy, granting them the ability to change their features and polymorph into any creature of the same Type they wish. In return, you may lock them in a specific shape anytime you want. 



Huh, he must have been closer to a new level than expected after the High Council meeting. A pity Simon couldn’t gain experience for the same thing twice, or he would humiliate Thalas more often. The new brand was a little more niche than the others, though the fact that it was a polymorphic effect rather than an illusion one opened up new options. Simon made a mental note to test its limits in the near-future.

Thalas meekly stared back at his roasted chicken, while Euphemia’s fork snapped in her hand.

“Out.” If words could kill, then the sheer venom in Euphemia’s mouth would have slain everyone in the room. “All of you, out. Even the jester and singer.”

“But Your Grace!” Gourmand protested. “I haven’t gotten to the dead wife part yet!”

“I said…” Euphemia’s face became red with rage. “Out!”

Simon scowled, then waved his hand at the people present. “Leave us.”

Everybody meekly obeyed this time, with Gourmand dragging Eole outside while Lauriane and Thalas left without a word. Simon had the clear impression that such spats were common occurrences for them.

“What is wrong with you?!” Euphemia snarled at her ‘husband’ once they were alone. “Your eldest son gets away with a slap on the wrist after failing to murder you and successfully killing a bystander, but you constantly mistreat Thalas without reason!”

Simon had to give it to Euphemia, she at least cared for her children. Simon might have sympathized with her a bit if she hadn’t tried to have him executed before he even obtained the Overlord Class.

“Why would I treat him any other way?” Simon snapped back, and for once that was something both he and his father would have said. Thalas was such an insecure, petty bully that Simon felt little to no sympathy for him.

“Because he’s the only one of your children who actually loves you, you heartless bastard!” Euphemia snapped back. “Louis and your bastard hate you, Lauriane and Dassein fear you, and Norbelle doesn’t care! Thalas alone wants your affection! Our son would storm Illusea on his lonesome if you ordered him to! He works himself to the bone every day to earn a sliver of your attention, yet you’ve treated him like crap since the day he was born! Why?!”

Simon already knew the answer to that mystery. “He was born without your gifts.”

“Neither were your first three children and bastard, you asshole!” Euphemia replied angrily. “Thalas is half of you! Or is it your way to humiliate me, the same way you parade that bastard around?!”

Uh… she had a point. Why did Balzam treat Thalas so much worse than the likes of Dassein or Lauriane? Although he lacked his siblings’ gifts, he wasn’t entirely incompetent. Was Balzam’s disappointment in his lack of visionary gifts that profound?

Euphemia took his silence for disdain and spat at her husband’s armor. Simon’s heart skipped a beat, but it thankfully wasn’t enough to dispel the Fiendmask.

“The only reason I am happy Louis failed to kill you is because you turned him into an even worse monster than you!” Euphemia said as she stormed out of the room. “I pray you rot in the Abyss with Mardok and Gargauth!”

Simon watched her leave without a word. He knew his father’s and Euphemia’s marriage had deeply degraded—if it had ever been happy—but it had reached such a point that Simon was surprised she hadn’t beaten Louis to the punch. Balzam’s treatment of Thalas apparently played a great part in their rift.

A nagging doubt began to gnaw at Simon’s heart. Balzam had had many reigns to shape Thalas however he wished since birth. So why treat him so poorly for the sake of it? Wouldn’t it have been easier to at least avoid making an enemy of Euphemia by mistreating him?

Simon teleported back into Shabram’s office, which confirmed that Euphemia either didn’t want to or couldn’t apply her Law when an Overlord ruled in the open.

“Your Majesty,” his spymistress said once arrived, not surprised in the slightest to see him so soon. “Are we ready to depart?”

“Not yet,” Simon replied. A question bugged him. “Did my father leave a letter for Thalas, like he left one for me?”

“Yes, I think he did. Let me check.” Shabram searched a thin file off her shelf, grabbed a sheet of paper inside it, and then handed it over to Simon. “I always found it odd he wrote one for you and him, but not the rest of his children.”

I’ll find out why soon enough, Simon replied upon checking the letter. Much like his own, it was written in an undecipherable code only an Overlord could understand. The words had been put down to paper with less care and more haste than Simon’s own posthumous message.


Thalas,

I know I am most probably wasting my time writing this, the same I wasted so many years on you, but a small part of me still clings to the hope that you had it in you to become a true Magnos. If you are reading this letter, then know that I would have acknowledged you as my son in life. If not, then I will at least put my feelings to paper. 

All your life, I’ve tried to make a man out of you. 

I had very high hopes for you long before you were born. I still remember the first time I laid eyes on your mother, back when she was a beautiful child of thirteen who had just started having visions that led her to the lost Judge Class, unaware of her immense potential. I knew I had to claim her for myself that very moment; that she would open up the road to the Crimson Throne and give me an heir worthy of our illustrious house.

I spent years preparing laying the groundwork, discreetly and then openly supporting her revolt against Gargauth, becoming her stalwart ally and confidant, eliminating my rivals and comforting her over their losses, setting the stage for our union… until I convinced her to marry me once Eleanor was out of the picture. We were wed soon before the final battle, a week after her sixteenth birthday. The moment I deflowered her was once one of my most treasured memories. We conceived you that night, my son.

And there’s not a day that passes that I don’t regret not pulling out. 

Since the deed was done before I slew Gargauth, I could not ensure you turned out alright. Seeing you coming out without three eyes was a disappointment, but I could have found it in my heart to appreciate you if not for your intrinsic weakness. 

There is something broken with you, my boy. A birth defect I could not erase no matter how hard I tried. All of my trueborn children and Simon found the strength to kill me at least once. All of them had what it took to become the Fourth Overlord.

Except you.

You alone, out of all my children, never had the guts or the power to kill me. You alone proved utterly unworthy to earn my throne, in spite of all the advantages your lineage afforded you. 

I attempted to fix you so many times, in so many ways. I trained you, I praised you, I beat you. I gave you the best teachers and the worst. I strangled your mother before your eyes and gave you to the elves to raise. Nothing worked. Killing your father is simply beyond you. 

The breaking point was when I impregnated your fiancée, Antonine, on your wedding day (and unlike you, she wasn't faking her pleasure). I still cherish the face you made that day. I thought that would finally be it. That you would at long last live up to the Magnos name. 

And then came Simon. 

He attacked us out of nowhere—like he always does—in the form of a great archdemon, tearing apart everyone in his way. When he charged at me with Dassein still impaled on those giant bull horns of his, I thought my time had come. 

Instead… instead you pushed me out of the way at the last second and paid the ultimate price for it. After everything I had done to you, after I cuckolded and humiliated you in public, you still chose to save my life. 

Tears rained down my cheeks for the first and only time in my entire existence. 

Tears of disgust.

How could someone so weak be born of my loins? After everything I put you through, how could you miss that chance for vengeance? 

I named Antonine’s bastard child Thalas II in the hope he would be better. They thought it was my way of honoring your memory. 

It wasn’t. 

All the hopes I had of you amounting to anything vanished afterwards. At first, I tried to forcefully make room in your mother’s womb early so I could sire a better son, but Euphemia gets too emotional when I do that, because you’re her first and she doesn’t know better. I even struggle to conceive Norbelle, because whenever the time comes I often remember your conception and underperform. 

You ruined this for me. I want you to know that. You ruined this for me.

In the end, I did find a use for you. I settled on giving you the Berserker Crestone and treating you like a dog. I fed your jealousy towards your siblings so your wrath would sharpen your edge and ensure they hated you back. My hope is that you will either finally toughen up, or most probably serve as a training run for one of your worthier siblings. A sacrifice to provide them with the experience and resolve to take a shot at their old man.

I hope, nay, I pray I am wrong, but in the end… I have the sneaking suspicion that a stepping stone is the best you will ever amount to. 

And I’ll have to live with that knowledge.

With contempt, 

Your reluctant father. 



Simon reread the letter, then tore it apart in disgust.

For the first time in his life, he actually felt pity for Thalas.

  

    
        Chapter 85: Mask of the Jester King (3)

    
    
    
    
  The tunnel went on forever and ever.

Simon knew Frightwall was full of secret passages and hidden chambers since he had had the displeasure of discovering his mother’s acid-filled ‘tomb’ in a previous reign, but he didn’t understand just how deep the castle went until Shabram guided him down secret stairs that seemed to go on forever for dozens of floors. The walls there were black and akin to petrified flesh, with the occasional mummified face embedded in the stone, smokeless ghostfire burning in their open mouths. These must have been the victims of Mardok’s infamous Walling of the Saints. 

“How far down does the castle extend?” Simon asked Shabram. Although they had eventually stopped their descent at some point to walk through a horizontal tunnel beneath Frightwall’s lake-moat, the stairs continued down into the darkness. He had to cast a Hellfire spell to keep the path alight. 

“Beyond eight thousand feet, according to your father,” Shabram replied, which shocked Simon. “The Manatree root network usually extends at a depth between two and eight thousand feet, so Mardok wanted to pierce through that entire layer to prevent an attack from below.”

“What do the deeper chambers contain?”

“I’m not sure, though your father discouraged me from exploring beyond a certain depth. Castle Frightwall is a nexus of demonic power, and there are things down here that have existed since Mardok’s time.”

Now Simon was morbidly curious. His Lord of the Demon Castle Perk continued to buff him until they took the current tunnel, which extended below the surrounding lake. This meant his powers should remain effective even in the lowest levels. Perhaps he should invest a reign in uncovering Frightwall’s buried secrets. 

“Is this the only tunnel leading inside the castle?” Simon inquired. “That is quite the security risk.”

“It is the only one I know of, and a mechanism can cause the entire tunnel to collapse in a moment’s notice,” Shabram replied, “This particular pathway was meant to serve as a secret exit or way to supply the castle should it be besieged. Your father allowed me to use the manse it leads to as a secondary residence, and I hope Your Majesty will allow me to keep it.” 

“You may,” Simon replied. Shabram had more than earned his trust over the various reigns. 

“Thank you.” They eventually reached a seemingly dead end, at which point Shabram pressed a few stones to reveal a staircase hidden behind a wall. “Here we are. You should drop your disguise. It would raise too many unfortunate questions if the sitting Overlord were to appear in my home.”

Simon cancelled his Fiendmask and followed her lead. They eventually emerged inside a wine cellar, then walked up into a beautiful mansion’s main hall bathed in light from great windows. Shifter maids with the same Navarran eyes and hair as Lady Shabram herself politely bowed at them once they emerged. 

“Go fetch Aegio,” Shabram ordered one of her maids. “His brother wants to meet him.”

“Yes, Guildmistress,” the staffer replied. Simon noticed she didn’t make a noise when she walked, which suggested she held a Rogue-type Vassal Class of some sort. 

“Are these people trustworthy?” Simon inquired. 

“They are,” Shabram replied with confidence. “They have been in my employ since before I joined your father’s service.”

“Oh?” That caught Simon’s attention. “It suddenly occurs to me that I don’t know mùch about you beyond your occupation and the fact that you command over a dukedom in Navarre.”

“There isn’t much to know. House Gremory used to be a Navarran assassin guild before we sided with the empire during your father’s conquest.” Shabram smiled ear to ear. “Your father rewarded us by crafting a dukedom out of our former rivals’ territory and allowing us to transition into a true noble house.”

It somehow didn’t surprise Simon to learn that she used to run a glorified criminal enterprise, before catching his father’s eye. “So your son will become a duke?”

“Not quite. My House, like the guild it used to be, elects its leader. Perhaps Aegio will follow in my footsteps, or another one of my apprentices will take the lead. Either way, Your Majesty’s successors will find no better spymasters than my clan’s operatives.” Shabram’s head perked up to the stairs. “Here he comes.”

Simon looked up to find two maids escorting his half-brother down the stairs.

Aegio Gremory was a scrawny little boy no older than little Henry Eligos and dressed far more plainly, but his origins were clear for all to see. His short hair was the same red shade as his father, his teal eyes a mix between Shabram’s emerald and the Magnos line’s cold grey, and his wolfish ears marked his half-shifter origins. Still, the excited, childish smile he showed his visitors was unlike anything Simon had seen among his family. 

“Mother, you’re back!” Aegio rushed to Shabram, who happily kissed him on the forehead. 

“How good to see you again, Aegio,” his mother replied with a gentle smile. “Let me introduce you to your older half-brother, Simon.”

“My brother!” The child smirked at Simon, waving his hand at his elder. “Hello Simon, I’m Aegio! You’re so big and tall!” 

“So are you, Aegio,” Simon replied warmly. He couldn’t explain it, but the mere sight of the boy filled him with affection. “How old are you?”

“I’m six!” Aegio shyly put his hands behind his back. “Hey, hey, do you have a Class? Are you a warrior?”

“I’m a magician,” Simon replied, knowing better than to show off his Class to a child. Spells could be taught to everyone, though. 

“Awesome!” the kid replied excitedly. “Can you shoot lightning from your eyes?”

Simon chuckled, raised his hands, and then cast a Hellthunder spell causing lightning bolts to crackle from one palm to another. The look of wonder on Aegio’s face washed away all the disgust Simon had felt when he finished Balzam’s letter to Thalas.

This was a Magnos child that his father didn’t have the time to twist. 

“So cool…” Aegio then began to bombard his sibling with questions. “Can you fly?! Can you breathe fire?! Can you teleport?!” 

A true spymistress’ son. “I can do all of those things,” Simon replied, snapping his fingers to create a brief burst of Hellfire. “I could teach you a thing or two.”

“You’re serious?!” Aegio all but jumped in place in excitement. “I’ll become a wizard!”

“Everything in due time, Aegio,” Shabram said softly. “Prince Simon is a very busy man, and you need to practice your swordsmanship first.”

“Aww…” Aegio deflated, but children his age were bottomless wells of energy, so that didn’t last long. “But you’re coming back soon though, right Simon? You’ll come back and teach me?”

“As soon as I can,” Simon replied warmly. And as often as I can. “If you can show me some cool sword techniques, I’ll teach you a spell.”

“Sweet! I can’t wait!” Aegio waved his hand at him with a big grin. “See you soon, Simon!”

Simon waved him goodbye as maids took his half-brother away. It would be such a delight to watch him grow up, once he had figured out how to navigate the civil war and the Zodiac Parade. 

“Allow me to give you a tour of this estate,” Shabram proposed. “No one is aware of its existence besides my own organization, and your father outfitted it with the best anti-divination measures available. No one will notice should Your Majesty decide to turn it into their secondary Dungeon.”

Good. The mess with Euphemia had taught Simon the value of having a secondary safehouse he could teleport to in a pinch. This should do.   

“How many other children did my father have?” he asked Shabram as she gave him a tour of the estate. It was relatively large, being a three-story tall mansion with its own stables, walled gardens, a library, training grounds, and even its own well. 

“At least twenty-four if we include your trueborn siblings, from nearly every tribe. Your father had a pathological obsession with siring powerful children. I have files on them if Your Majesty wants to investigate them.” 

Wise. Simon guessed his father had learned his lesson about bastards coming to ruin his day. 

Still, Balzam Magnos seemed obsessed with siring a powerful heir capable of taking the role of Overlord and keeping the Class in the bloodline. His attempts to alter Norbelle in the womb to increase her power and his disdain of Thalas made that clear. 

“But Aegio didn’t mention my father,” Simon noted. “He never visited him, did he?”

“No, and I was careful to keep our son away from court. Empress Euphemia would take offense at Aegio’s mere existence, and neither would she tolerate my presence at the High Council if she knew.” Shabram scoffed. “Moreover, I saw how your father treated Thalas. His attention was worse than his neglect.”

“You don’t say.” Kill them all, his father had ordered Simon through the Keeper. The trueborn and the bastards both. “Was Aegio’s birth… well–” 

“Consensual?” Shabram seemed vaguely amused by his hesitation. “Yes, it was. Your father took me as his mistress since I became his spymistress. I wanted a child, and what better person to sire it than the most powerful man in the world? I didn’t completely understand what kind of man your father was back then, so I thought bearing him a son would solidify my house’s position.” 

Simon scowled in distaste. “That is a rather cold way of putting it.” 

“Do you fault me for it?” Shabram shrugged as she guided him up a set of stairs to the mansion’s highest point. “I'm no fool. I know there’s a war between the Oracle and Overlord Classes for control of the world. Each of them possesses a strong foresight, yet aims for different futures. The Overlords are winning handily so far, and I will enjoy their protection so long as I am useful to them.”

“Why not simply seize the Class yourself?” Simon inquired. That part still escaped him. “You’ve seen for yourself that my father wasn’t invincible, and you have both the intellect and resources to slay me.”

“I am flattered… but to become the Overlord is to make an enemy of the entire world, Your Majesty,” Shabram replied with far more wisdom than most. “You’ve seen that yourself, and your father learned that to his detriment in spite of his vast power. My position offers me great privileges with few of the risks associated with your Class.”

“Hence why you showed me my half-brother.” Simon was no fool either. Shabram had always refused to tell Simon about her motives unless he stayed in Frightwall to rule, and the reason was now clear. “You know my father wanted me to purge all of my siblings.”

“I had guessed as much,” Shabram admitted, though she was too good a spy to show unease. “Once one of his children ascended to the Crimson Throne, the rest would become potential rivals. I feared you might have received a directive on that front.”

“So you hoped that seeing Aegio would make me reconsider,” Simon guessed before shrugging. “You need not fear for his safety. I’m not Louis, nor my father.” 

“I am relieved.” They entered the highest room in the manse, an office with a desk and a single window that Shabram probably used to work at home. “Your Majesty can count on my loyalty. I am very content with the current situation. So long as things stay as they were under your father, I shall serve you as faithfully as I served him.”

Simon scoffed. “You want to keep the mistress part too?”

“If His Majesty desires it.” She sat on a nearby desk and crossed her legs lasciviously. “I could give you a private dancing show. Your father was very fond of them.”

“I have no desire for any romantic entanglement for now, but duly noted.” Simon was considering marrying Anna once he officially inherited the Overlord Class from his ‘soon-to-be-departed’ father, and she had threatened to hang any woman she found in his bed after the wedding. Besides, the idea of sleeping with one of his father’s mistresses felt… weird. “I have other work for you. As a shifter, you count as both a humanoid and a beast type, correct? How does it look in your stat interface?”

“The humanoid type comes before the beast one in my current form,” Shabram confirmed. “The order inverts itself when I take my animal form.”

“Could you show me?”

Shabram nodded and underwent a transformation. Simon knew that shifters, true to their name, could usually alternate between a humanoid and a more bestial form, but he had rarely seen it unfold in real time. Shabram grew brown-grey fur over her skin and claws along her fingers. Her face became that of a desert wolf, and a long tail sprouted from beneath her robes. She gained more muscle and a good foot in height. Nonetheless, no one would mistake her for a true wolf. Her form remained clearly humanoid and bipedal, a harmonious mix of the woman and the beast. 

However, it had its cost. Simon had read that the longer a shifter stayed in animal form, the more it affected their minds, causing them to go feral. The strange rabies-like disease which had swept over Telluria in a past reign locked them in that shape for sure. 

“Impressive,” Simon noted upon summoning the Brand of Envy. “This mark of mine, should you accept it, will let you transform into any other being sharing your type. I want to test it.”

“I live to serve,” Shabram replied, her voice unchanged by the transformation. 

Simon placed his mark on her hip, and they then began a series of tests. As he suspected, the Brand of Envy allowed Shabram to adopt humanoid, beast, and merged shapes at will rather than forcing her into a human or animal hybrid. He watched her transform into Euphemia and then into a true wolf… albeit one far larger than normal.  

It was then that the brand’s first limit reared its ugly head. Shabram couldn’t change her mass. She could transform into a mouse, but only one that was the size of a man. She managed to shapeshift into Euphemia and Louis, even imitating their voices, but not her much smaller son. Simon’s hopes of raising an army of branded giants were swiftly dashed. 

The typing also proved to be another severe restriction. Shabram failed to transform into Eole or a lamia, because the System apparently classified bird shifters as ‘avian’ types and scalefolks as ‘reptiles’ rather than ‘beasts.’ 

Finally, as befitting its name of Brand of Envy, the power only allowed the user to steal someone else’s appearance rather than create their own wholesale. Shabram failed to transform into a true human variant of her own shape without the wolf ears she hid under her turban, nor could she transform into a unique beast unknown to all. 

“This power is far more limited than I expected,” Simon guessed. “A pity.”

“It is still useful,” Shabram replied upon regaining her normal form. “I could impersonate almost anyone, or adopt a more fitting combat form. Polymorphy is much more difficult to identify than illusions.”

“True, and it cannot be dispelled upon taking a hit like Fiendmask.” Which made Simon wonder why his father underused the Devil Brands. They simply had too many advantages not to distribute them to lieutenants or minions, rather than a handful of retainers like Duchar or the generals. 

The only explanation Simon could come up with was that Balzam feared the brands could be used against him. Since they linked the target’s soul to the Overlord’s, a skilled spellcaster could potentially exploit the connection.

“Pick one of your best agents, and have them impersonate me with the brand,” Simon ordered Shabram as he summoned a miasma crystal and claimed the manse as his Dungeon. “They should have no trouble doing so with all the intel you accumulated on me. This should buy us some time should Lauriane begin to investigate my ‘disappearance.’”

“I will arrange it shortly.” Shabram stared at the floating miasma crystal with a hint of curiosity. “How will this affect my son and employees?”

“Those who perish inside these walls will rise to defend the crystal, but I will ensure they do not harm the living and only protect this room. Aegio will be fine.” Simon crossed his arms. “What are your plans for him, now that my father is dead?”

“I had hoped to have him squire for another lord once he came of age, in order to solidify our connections with the imperial aristocracy. I had my sights on Prince Dassein before your father’s demise.” 

“Dassein would treat him well,” Simon conceded. He didn’t even entertain the thought of Aegio squiring for him. Being an Overlord’s retainer meant constantly dancing with death. “However, it might be wiser to send him abroad. We have much trouble ahead of us and the transition of power might prove… difficult.”

Simon didn’t want to have the death of a child weigh on his conscience.



With his backup base set up and most important officials returning to Frightwall, Simon finally assumed the Crimson Throne the next morning. 

Although he had seen it time and time again floating in the void at the end of every reign, surprisingly Simon had yet to sit upon the damn thing. It looked even more colossal in Frightwall’s throneroom, surrounded by great red marble pillars holding up a domed ceiling and bathed in the glow of hundreds of stained glass windows showcasing the past Overlords’ crimes and triumphs. Balzam Magnos had held court here, towering over thousands of nobles and supplicants desperate for his attention. 

Simon walked past the carpet leading to the throne under the gaze of its four malicious ruby eyes, ascended the dais’ steps, and then sat on it. A sudden smell of fresh blood and rancid sulfur filled his nostrils, followed by a brief surge of pleasure and contentment as the Crimson Throne’s dark influence flowed through him. It welcomed him, cradled him in its abyssal embrace, and offered him dominion over all that lived. 

Your sweet promises mean nothing to me, Simon thought as the Keeper of the Throne appeared at his side to announce his first visitors of the day. “Princess Norbelle and Prince Thalas, Your Dark Majesty.”

Great iron doors opened on their own, with black knights escorting Euphemia’s children inside the throne room before departing.

It had been quite a while since Simon had last seen Norbelle in the flesh—their most recent interaction having been her Eidolons’ attack on the Goetia Research Facility, and they didn’t meet directly then—and she had somehow grown to resemble her mother even more. Same hair, same fair face, same build, same golden eyes with a diadem hiding the third one in the middle of her forehead. Whereas Louis was said to be the spitting image of Balzam Magnos in his youth, Norbelle was a look into Euphemia’s past.

However, no one would mistake one for the other. Whereas Euphemia was humble and dignified, Norbelle strutted with confidence into the throne room like she owned the place, her red dress trailing behind her. Her expression was full of mischief rather than sternness, and a smirk never left her face. She was the culmination of the imperial bloodline: refined, wicked, and unbearably sure of herself. 

“Father,” Thalas said, kneeling in front of the throne and avoiding his gaze for fear of earning a rebuke. 

Norbelle seemed to hesitate a moment, but then grabbed her skirt and gave Simon a courteous bow. “Daddy.”

Did Balzam tolerate this behavior in the past? Simon wondered. He had never seen the two interact, so he couldn’t tell. I knew he favored her over Thalas, but that doesn't mean much. 

“I have tasks for you, my children, but first…” Simon said in his best impersonation of Balzam’s voice. “How are things going with Cocagne, my daughter?”

“Wonderfully.” Norbelle looked at her nails. “I have their boy-prince wrapped around my finger. He follows me around like a puppy, and his mother is fond of me. The Ranger is a bit suspicious of me, but I’ll win him over in time. They even floated the idea of letting me form a contract with their Phoenix if you can believe that.”

She sounded rather pleased with her arranged marriage. 

“I expect to give birth within a year of the marriage, after which I’ll arrange for my new husband to have an accident,” Norbelle said as if discussing the weather. “Once I have declared myself regent over our child, it will be easy to invite Endymion troops to move in. I might be able to skip the kid part if I can appoint the right people and steal my mother-in-law’s Crestone, but no promises.”

Oh.

Oh right, Simon had almost forgotten that she was a princess of Endymion. 

“Good,” Simon replied, turning his gaze on Thalas next. Part of him rejoiced when the Berserker that had tormented him so often meekly avoided his gaze in submission, but that glee disappeared the moment Simon recalled his father’s letter. “I have a task for you, Thalas. The Flauros and Eligos families are soon to arrive. They are all traitors, but I would rather arrest and capture them alive. You are to assist Shabram in capturing them should they resist. Malphas’ sisters are both mages and should be no match for you.”

“Yes, father.” Thalas bowed obediently. “I will not disappoint you.”

Simon scowled in spite of himself. The neediness in Thalas’ voice, that desperate eagerness to earn his father’s approval, cut deeper than he expected. 

Simon had once taunted Thalas about Balzam passing him over as the heir because he was an incompetent piece of crap. That remained true to this day, but the flaw that the Third Overlord saw in his son wasn’t his lack of third eye or behavior; it was his inability to murder his own sire. That had been a crime worthy of being molded into a stepping stone for more ruthless siblings. 

Balzam had willingly turned Thalas into an insecure bully because he dared to show his father unconditional love. A sacrifice for his successor.

And the worst part was that Balzam had succeeded. The thought of killing Thalas had motivated Simon in his early reigns, and his death had granted him levels. He was an arrow that had served its purpose. 

And there was nothing that Simon hated more than living up to his father’s expectations. 

“Thalas,” Simon said. 

His half-brother finally looked up to him with eyes full of fear. Simon could see his fingers trembling, perhaps at the thought that he would receive a cruel rebuke or warning not to fail him. Simon briefly considered doing exactly that, for all the headaches his half-brother had given him, but he knew he would derive no satisfaction from it. 

“Go make me proud,” Simon said. 

Thalas stared at him as if he had suddenly grown a second head out of nowhere. His skin paled, and a terrible fright seized his heart. Such an injunction didn’t bring him satisfaction, but dread, because there had to be a catch somewhere. 

Is there anything salvageable about this? Simon wondered as Thalas silently and hurriedly left the throne room. Jealousy will consume him the moment the truth comes out, by our father’s own design. 

Simon still loathed his half-brother to his core for his abuse, bullying, and his attempts to kill him. The spoiled brat was responsible for his own actions and deserved all the humiliations he suffered. 

Simon just hated playing into Balzam Magnos’ plans even more.

The thought of making peace with Thalas would have been laughable to Simon once, but now that he had learned how his father had transformed him into this… this petty, pathetic creature… he wasn’t so sure. 

Norbelle watched her brother leave with a widening smirk. “That was so unkind,” she said once Simon and her were alone in the room with the Keeper. “Thalas is very sensible, and you’ve just spooked him.”

“A whim of mine, I suppose,” Simon replied, trying to keep up appearances. “But let us talk of more important things than Thalas. I have summoned you here to discuss another of your siblings.”

“Simon?” Norbelle guessed. 

How did she guess? “Yes, Simon. I am more and more convinced that he inherited latent Visionary and Darkblood gifts similar to yours, which may prove useful to us. I will have you lend him the Summoner Crestone for a time, to see if it awakens anything.”

“My Crestone?” Norbelle bit her lip. “But Daddy, you promised I could keep this one… it fits me so well.”

Did she just talk back to her father? 

“You will recover it soon enough, once I have confirmed whether your brother will be of any use,” Simon lied. “I shall lend you a Summoner Vassal Class until then, so you can transfer the experience back.”

“Daddy, daddy, you’re breaking my heart. That is such a downgrade.” Norbelle gave him a sorry look. “Can’t you just spank me like you used to and call it a day? I like it when you slap me like Thalas.”

What the… Was she mocking him? There was no way she acted like this when Father and her were alone. “What game are you playing, my daughter?”

“I don’t know, what’s yours?” She put her hands behind her back and smiled from ear to ear. “Why are you sitting on Father’s throne, Simon?”

  

    
        Chapter 86: Mask of the Jester King (4)

    
    
    
    
  The first thing that crossed Simon’s mind was: Fuck.

The second thing was: How did she figure it out?

The third was: I can salvage this… somehow.

“What are you talking about, my daughter?” Simon lied at first, hoping she was only bluffing somehow. 

“Please, Simon, Mom’s good at picking mana up in the air, but I’m better. So much better, I can see through miasma too.” She ascended up the dais and walked up to him with a wicked smirk on her lips. “Fiendmask is one of my favorite spells too, so I would recognize it anywhere. I can see the tiny miasma vibrations and recognize your magical signature.”

Norbelle leaned forward until he could feel her breath on his face. 

“And since you can sit on the Crimson Throne without being thrown off it or smote, then this means you’re the Overlord now,” she said, grinning wickedly. “You’ve killed our father, haven’t you?”

…

Okay, this was bad. 

Of course the family’s magical prodigy with both Visionary and Darkblood powers would be able to see through the Fiendmask in spite of his Anathemic Secrecy-powered immunity against divination magic. Visionaries were said to be capable of seeing the faintest traces of mana with their third eye, and Darkbloods were probably more sensitive to miasma in general. Norbelle was capable of seeing through the Dark in a way her mother couldn’t.

He should focus on keeping his Overlord armor on at all times should he try to impersonate Balzam again in a later reign, so no one capable of piercing through the Fiendmask could see his true face. 

Simon considered either teleporting away to his Dungeon safehouse or taking Norbelle by surprise with a spell, hoping that Frightwall’s buffs would help him close the gap in power between them, but she had to be on her guard if she suspected him of having killed their father.

“But… if you were strong enough to kill Father, why would you use something as simple as Fiendmask to hide yourself rather than a more powerful ability, or use a Rogue Vassal Class? Not to mention I’m pretty sure you’ve never learned magic in your entire life.” She put a finger on her lower lip. “How do you explain this conundrum?”

This is my chance. Simon feigned a sigh, “Promise me you won’t laugh.”

“No,” Norbelle replied flatly, her lips stretching wide.

This bitch. “You’ve heard about Louis attempting to kill our father in his bedroom, right?”

“Yes, I heard he killed a body double and–” Norbelle suddenly stopped herself, before exploding into laughter. “Wait, did Father pick you as the replacement body double now that the old one died?! Is that why you can sit on the throne?!”

“This is not funny at all!” This only caused Norbelle to laugh louder, which both annoyed and relieved Simon. “I didn’t ask for this! He used some of his stupid brands to put an illusion over me, told me he would eat me if I messed up, and then bailed out!”

“And of course he puts you ‘in charge’ right when he recalls me to the castle… poor Overlord, more afraid of his own children than his enemies.” Norbelle put her hands behind her back. She studied him for a moment before asking, “Where is he right now, Simon?”

“Some Dungeon in the Berwick Islands, from what I gathered,” Simon replied evasively in case she went off to investigate. He couldn’t tell whether she bought his far-fetched lie or if she was just humoring him, but hope gave him life. “He didn’t tell me when he would return.”

“Interesting…” Norbelle’s grin only widened. “So if he put you in charge… then that means you’ll bear the blame if you mess up.”

Simon didn’t like her tone. “Are you thinking about blackmailing me, Norbelle?”

“I wouldn’t call it blackmail since you’re at my complete mercy right now. Extortion would be the more accurate term. Plus, you started it by trying to take my Crestone.” Norbelle met his gaze with a pained expression. “Father wouldn’t trust you with it, which meant you tried to rob your dear little sister like a thief. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“I confess,” Simon ‘admitted’ his crime. “I… I read something in the library about demon blood suppressing Visionary powers. I thought it might be why I keep having strange dreams.”

“Too bad, my Crestone wouldn’t do anything to help you on that front even if I were stupid enough to lend it to you. Visionary powers are in the blood, dummy, not a Crestone. It’s a divine right only the likes of me were born with.” The worst part was that she sounded like she actually believed it too. “But you’re correct, I think you do have latent powers. I give Dad a fifty-fifty percent chance of either slotting the Oracle Crestone into your forehead once we slaughter all the elves, or sacrificing you to summon up a demon lord.”

“Charming.” Simon clasped his hands in annoyance. He hadn’t given up on obtaining the Summoner Crestone and seeing the truth for himself, but that plan was more or less ruined for this reign. “Can you find it in your heart to forgive me and forget this all happened?”

“Maybe, if you make it worth my while…” Norbelle lightly swung from left to right, as if studying Simon from all angles. “Mmm…”

Then she suddenly turned and sat on him as if she owned his lap. 

Norbelle was rather thin, and Simon had gained immense strength from the Overlord Class over his reigns, but the sheer abruptness of the gesture surprised him anyway. He sensed the Crimson Throne stirring, like an annoyed tiger hissing threateningly. It did not appreciate a non-Overlord taking up its space. 

“I knew it, sitting on the ‘Overlord’s’ lap protects me!” Norbelle slouched on him, her feet and head on the throne’s armrests. “I wonder if having a cushion would achieve the same result… I could get used to this.”

“Norbelle, what are you doing?!” Simon protested. 

“Sitting on our daddy’s lap where he deals out judgment, which that ass never allowed me to do. He sure does love burdening me with nonsense though.” Norbelle did her best impression of Balzam, which happened to be comically bad. “Norbelle, go burn that man alive to practice your spellcasting! Norbelle, go bind that Eidolon for me! Norbelle, go marry this guy so I can steal his family’s Crestones, take his lands, kill his father, and add his mother to my harem!”

In spite of the tension in the air, Simon couldn’t resist a grunt of annoyance. “Don’t tell me that was his reason for shipping you off to Cocagne…”

“I swear to you, Dad lusts after Queen Remedia almost as much as the Mage Crestone. I mean, sure, she’s beautiful and powerful, but come on, he should just grab some whore and cast a polymorphy spell on her.” Norbelle stroked her curly hair. “That’s something you should have had cast on yourself, by the way. I would have had a harder time seeing through your disguise.”

Simon could already tell this was going to be a long day. “Can you at least tell me what else gave me away, besides the spell?”

“The fact I called you ‘Daddy’ in public and you didn’t immediately look at me as if I were the scum of the earth, for a start.” She stroked his cheek as if he were the younger sibling. “Don’t feel shame, Simon. I’m a genius. If whatever Dad cast on you can fool Mom, they’ll trick anyone short of the Paladin or the Oracle.”

Simon wasn’t sure whether he should feel reassured or offended by her condescending tone. “Get off my lap, Norbelle. I’ve got Dassein, Uncle Maublanc, and the generals waiting for an audience, and our father ordered me to deal with them.”

“Yes, I know, I saw them on my way here.” She didn’t get off him. “Call them in.”

Simon’s eyes widened in horror at her proposition. “No, absolutely not!”

“Come on, I swear I won’t tell them the truth. I just want to have some fun with my big brother.”

“You’re lying.”

“It will be fun, I promise you.” Norbelle put a finger on his lips, her whimsical tone suddenly a lot more threatening. “It’ll be our… little secret.”

What a bitch. And here Simon thought she was slightly better adjusted than Thalas. Simon strongly considered using Lord of the Demon Castle to teleport and trap her in an underground vault in order to get rid of her, but Thalas and Euphemia would quickly investigate her disappearance. Silencing her permanently wasn’t an option. 

Although… Maybe he could turn this to his advantage.  

“You know what? Fine, I’ll play your game and indulge you.” Simon smiled back at her. “For a price.”

“Are you seriously trying to haggle with me, Simon?” Her smile began to remind Simon of a viper baring its fangs. “You forget yourself. I could blow the whistle on you at any time.”

“You don’t seem to realize how unique the current situation is,” Simon replied. “There’s no way our father is going to look over all of the decisions I make in his name. The small stuff will fly beneath his notice.”

Now he had her full attention. “Are you suggesting we go behind Dad’s back?”

“I’m just saying I could fulfill some of your requests, but you know… family sticks together. You scratch my back, I scratch yours.”

“What an intriguing concept…” Norbelle considered the proposal and found it to her liking. “Now I’m curious. Since when have you become such an interesting person, Simon?”

“I’ve always been, you just never noticed.” Simon pushed his advantage. “I want to better understand our line’s latent powers, and I think you could help me with that.”  

“You think?” She seemed almost offended that he doubted her. “You wound me, Simon. Of course I can help you… and I will, if you entertain me today.” Norbelle chuckled. “Shall we?”

Although he knew better than to trust her, Simon relented. The Keeper soon announced the arrival of his next visitors. 

“Prince Dassein Magnos,” it said. “Lord Chancellor Maublanc Paimon; Admiral of the Fleet, Mizuko Vepar; Imperial Wings Commander, Marquis Ronah Andras; General-in-Chief Marquis Uruk Leraje.”

Simon straightened up in his seat as the dignitaries entered the throne room. Although the empire had plenty of generals, the imperial army was broadly organized into four major branches: the ground army, the navy, the growing air force, and law enforcement. The first three were led by a trio of generals answering to the Marshal, whereas Maublanc Paimon commanded the latter as the realm’s chancellor. 

The three generals that followed Dassein and Maublanc into the room all bore brands binding them to the Overlord, and had been present when Balzam’s corpse was found in previous reigns. Lord Ronah Andras was a tall and handsome young human knight with blonde hair, blue eyes, and an aquiline nose typical of the imperial heartland. Some said he had ice in his veins, and Simon was tempted to believe them when he saw his cold expression. Something about the man reminded him of Louis. 

Admiral Mizuko Vepar cut a very different figure. A cousin of Fablan’s tributary viceroy of thirty-two years old, she was rather plain with long black hair flowing down the back of her coat and sharp dark eyes assessing everything in the room. All of her movements seem poised and calculated. She had served on ships long before her country even surrendered to the empire, having been something of a privateer before she enlisted into Endymion’s navy and quickly rose through its ranks.

Uruk Leraje was the only nonhuman among them. A brownish, bald, and imposing orc with cruel red eyes and four arms—the result of having a demon blood somewhere in his family tree according to Shabram’s intel—he towered over his colleagues and matched Dassein himself in height. He was the most recent of Balzam’s appointments, having taken the post last year after his predecessor perished in Magvolia. Uruk was both the shining personification of Endymion’s efforts to incorporate goblinoids into the armed forces and an exemplar of brutal effectiveness from what Simon learned from Shabram. His new marquisate had been carved out from Telluria in blood.  

Although Simon hadn’t interacted with them much, their allegiances remained clear. Uruk and Ronah had consistently sided with the War Party in Simon’s previous reigns—likely due to their pro-tribal integration agenda pleasing Uruk and Louis’ airship fleet being tied to Ronah—whereas Mizuko joined forces with the Church Party. 

And all these officials walked up into the throne room to see the Overlord’s daughter slouching on her father’s lap. Simon could almost taste their confusion and discomfort at the sight. All of them wanted to ask what was going on, but they lacked the actual courage to do so. Simon died a little inside. 

“Father, Norbelle,” Dassein said dutifully as he bent the knee. Maublanc and the generals followed suit, keeping their heads down. Simon let the silence hang in the air for a while, to better let them stew in their unease. 

Then Norbelle gleefully worsened the situation. 

“Off with their heads!” she shouted, waving her hand at the generals. 

The sudden order paralyzed everyone present in surprise and dread, even Maublanc and Dassein.

Someone kill me now, Simon thought before doing his best Balzam impersonation. “Quiet, Norbelle. Don’t force me to be a parent and treat you like Thalas.”

“Oh, right, we’re supposed to wait until the end of the meeting before announcing that,” Norbelle replied with false remorse. “I’m sorry for ruining the surprise, Father.”

Simon suddenly realized why her parents were so eager to ship her off to Cocagne. She just enjoyed making a mess. 

“Shush, Norbelle,” he replied, before adding something only Balzam would say. “I haven’t made up my mind about whether or not we will feed one of them to your Eidolons yet.”

Nearly everyone straightened up at those words, with even the normally unflappable Maublanc looking a bit uneasy. Good. Simon knew he was taking a risk summoning him and Dassein, but they would be less likely to notice something was wrong if they were put on the defensive. 

“As you were informed, my son Louis has been relieved of command for his treachery and failures. Dassein shall now assume the role of Marshal and oversee a reorganization of our army along two core priorities.” Simon rested his head on his fist. “The purging of the traitors in our ranks, and the pursuit of Operation Deepground.”

Norbelle’s head perked up at the Deepground part, likely because she had never been told about it, and she began to listen quietly rather than interrupt again. 

“The elves have infiltrated our nation, trying to foster conflict in Magvolia to invite exiles and Oracle thralls from across the Dragonsea to invade our shores,” Simon declared. “We are arresting their leaders as we speak, but I shall no longer tolerate monarchist sentiment in our territories, nor Illusean intrusions.”

“I already drew a list of targets for Prince Louis and Princess Lauriane,” Ronah said. “I had orders to bombard them should they rise in rebellion. Should I proceed with the bombing run?”

“I prefer a more calculated and precise ground offensive,” Uruk replied gruffly, though not for fear of collateral damage. “That way our men can level-up across the board.”

Dassein cleared his throat. “I’m more concerned about Telluria, Father. We have plenty of troops to keep order in Magvolia, but our troops in the northeast are stretched thin.” 

“I warned Your Majesty that a continental blockade on Illusea’s goods and people could not work so long as Tellurian territories and Cocagne remain out of grasp,” Admiral Mizuko added calmly. “Contraband networks are too robust and organized for us to fully stamp out. We would be better off redirecting our resources towards eradicating piracy across the Dragonsea to discourage a White Unicorn crossing.”

“I agree with the admiral,” Maublanc said. “Illusea will not fall so long as they can trade with Lore, Muse, and other nations. We should focus on strengthening our economy rather than trying to weaken the elves’.”

“His Majesty’s goal was to provide a permanent solution to the elf problem,” Lord Ronah reminded his colleagues. “We will never rest safely until we can pull that tree out at the root.”

“And pull it we shall, but we must delay for now,” Simon decided. “My mages have confirmed we shall soon face a rise in monster attacks and natural disasters in the coming years. A second Doom, though its severity remains to be assessed.” Hopefully, they could secure the demonbarrows and limit the overall damage. “We must act swiftly if our empire is to survive the troubled times ahead. How is Operation Deepground proceeding?”

“Apace, Your Majesty,” Maublanc said. “The construction will be right on schedule.”

Simon proceeded to review the operation’s details with the officials present. Each general, Maublanc included, had been tasked with overseeing the construction of bunker complexes across their various territories and stuffing them with supplies. Although Simon had yet to acquire the codes required to open the existing vaults, this meeting was the occasion to learn what they contained. The fort Maublanc had ordered him and Anna to evacuate to during the Berwick Islands reign turned out to be part of this initiative. 

The real surprise, however, was that Lord Paimon knew the bunker codes; something that even Shabram wasn’t aware of. 

Simon guessed that made some sense. Lord Paimon had been his father’s blood brother and right-hand for decades, and though Balzam didn’t trust him with all of his secrets, he extended enough faith to grant him the Commander Noble Crestone and expect him to work in his best interests. Either that, or Balzam wanted to at least ensure the Berwick Islands would remain under his army’s control no matter what happened, likely to ensure he could keep an eye on Elios Magnos. 

His father had also clearly favored regions where he identified demonbarrow locations for bunker construction, with areas like Uyo having been more or less expected to fend for themselves. Simon was convinced he outright planned to abandon them if he couldn’t find the Zodiac Fiend hidden there in time. 

All in all, Simon was confident he could access these bunkers in future reigns. Focusing entirely on their construction should allow key imperial infrastructure and a large part of the population to survive the coming cataclysm, not just the army… assuming the civil war didn’t tear it apart first. 

“Pass our new priorities down the chain of command,” Simon concluded at the meeting’s end, dismissing everyone except for one person. “Lord Chancellor, stay behind.”

Lord Paimon froze as the others exited the throne room with haste. No doubt they remembered the Overlord’s earlier words, and Norbelle’s smirk only frightened them further. They all left without a sound out of dread ‘Balzam Magnos’ might remember their existence.

Once they were gone, Simon rose from his seat—with Norbelle hastily leaping off his lap while at it—and then climbed down the dais to face Lord Paimon. The Commander straightened up like a knight readying himself for battle. 

Simon extended his open palm after a moment of silence. 

“My Crestone, Maublanc.”

All the color left Maublanc Paimon’s face. Simon heard he had never refused an order from his blood-brother, but the silence that followed his command made Simon wonder if there would be a first for everything. 

However, the Commander was loyal to a fault. He silently handed over his Crestone without a word or complaint, though the Overlord could hear his vassal’s teeth clench and grit beneath his lips. 

Does he really trust my father so much? Simon wondered. Lord Paimon had sounded rather desperate to believe Balzam appreciated and rewarded his service back in Berwick. What happened between these two?

Whatever the case, it served his purpose well enough. Simon had read Shabram’s notes on Dassein and gotten a pretty good understanding of the Rider Class. True to its name, it focused entirely on mounting creatures or vehicles for mobility or combat, with various buffs sprinkled in. Good, but relatively limited and not too useful in Simon’s case, since he had Perks that could achieve similar things.

The Commander, however, was quite a different story.


The Commander: The lord and strategist without peer, who can lead men into battle and prosperity alike with far-reaching foresight. 

Strength B, Vitality D, Agility D, Perception A, Magic E, Intelligence S, Charisma S, Luck B.

Innate Perk: Perfect Coordination (Passive): You are unaffected by negative area of effect abilities cast by your allies, and your allies are unaffected by yours.

Innate Perk: Tactical Acumen (Active): You can glean information on an individual within sight, such as their classes, levels, strengths, and weaknesses. The more you study a target, the more accurate the intel you obtain. This is a divination effect. 

Innate Perk: One For All (Passive): Any buff and debuff effect applied to you spreads to your allies capable of perceiving your presence. 

Innate Perk: Strategic Mind (Passive): You have an intuitive grasp of strategy, organization, and battle tactics, granting you supernatural insight on these matters. 

Level 1 Perk: March On I (Active): Tactic. You double the walking and running speed of all allies within a sixty-foot radius for one minute per level. 



This was the Class that had allowed Balzam Magnos to triumph over Gargauth, and Simon only had to take a look at the Perks to see why. All of them would synergize extremely well with his own Class and strengthen him. 

“Is this a punishment?” Maublanc inquired with a deep, dark scowl. 

“No, not at all,” Simon cajoled his honorary uncle. “There are simply things I must do that require this Crestone. You will recover it in due time.” Likely in the next reign. “I am told you were seeking a husband for Anna?”

“I am.” Maublanc’s eyes immediately lit up with hope. “Dassein? Or Thalas?”

It annoyed Simon that his name didn’t come up. He didn’t blame Maublanc for wanting a prince for a son-in-law, but this hammered home the fact that Lord Paimon wouldn’t give a bastard the time of day unless he became the Overlord. 

“I haven’t decided which of my sons will serve that purpose yet, especially now that Louis has disappointed me so,” Simon replied, being careful to word it in a way that would sound as cold and utilitarian as possible. “It is time our lines become one, old friend.”

“That… that has always been my dearest wish.” Maublanc bowed respectfully. “I have waited years for this.”

“And you shall see your patience rewarded.” Simon closed his fist around the Commander Crestone. “Now attend to your duties. I shall summon you again before long.”

His honorary uncle nodded and excused himself. Never before had Simon seen a man so happy to be robbed of a Noble Class. 

“You clever, clever little trickster,” Norbelle mused once Lord Paimon left the throne room, a finger on her tongue. “You worded Anna’s marriage as a bribe against the Commander Crestone, but you didn’t specify whether her husband would be a trueborn son or not.”

“Do you think our father will be mad if I announce my betrothal to Anna?” Simon replied with a smirk. 

“I give him a forty-forty chance of either killing or congratulating you.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “And the other twenty percent?”

“He does both.” Norbelle put her hands behind her back. “First time I’ve heard about this Operation Deepground.”

“That’s the part that surprises you?” Simon inquired. “Not the coming monsters and disasters?”

She smiled mischievously at him and blatantly ignored the question. “It was fun watching you play pretend, so I’ll give you a hint. Lauriane isn’t the only person who takes notes of your patricidal dreams. You caught Mirror-Face’s attention too.”

“Mirror-Face?” Simon frowned. “You mean Mastemo?”

“Who else walks around with a mask like his?” Norbelle shrugged. “He tried to convince Father and Mother to entrust you to his care. Having you join the Templars would both put you out of the running for the throne, and let you refine your gifts under the auspices of the Light.”

Interesting. Simon recalled that Euphemia petitioned her husband on that front, but he thought the idea came from her rather than Mastemo. “I assume our father said no?”

“Of course he did, but if you asked to join the Templars rather than attend the Academy, who would object? Not Mirror-Face, that’s for sure.” She studied Simon for a moment, then chuckled to herself. “It’s cute.”

Simon scowled at her smug expression. “What?”

“How you tried to lie to me. I’ve figured out what’s truly going on, but it’s so fun to watch you squirm that I'll keep my mouth shut for now. I’m both immensely curious to learn how you pulled it off, and what made you possibly think impersonating Father would end in anything other than disaster. I can’t wait to see how it all comes crashing down.” She playfully walked past him, hands behind her back. “I do offer a warning, though.”

Simon glared at her. “Which one?”

Norbelle leaned forward to whisper in his ear. 

“If you try to sleep with Mom while in disguise…” Her hand brushed against his thigh. “I’ll turn you into the Neuterlord.”

  

    
        Chapter 87: Mask of the Jester King (5)

    
    
    
    
  The Commander’s Class outfit looked quite good on Simon.

It was said that the elves took inspiration from oriental traditions like those of Fablan when they crafted the Commander and Monk Crestones, and it showed. Unlike the more standard armors used on the mainland, the Commander’s cuirasse mostly used leather straps, red lacquerware, and black iron scales in its design. A dark blue cape fluttered from the shoulders, and the golden horned helmet hid his face’s lower half behind a plate of steel. Its manifested weapons took the form of a long curved sword and a non-folding war flag-fan, likely used for signaling troops. It looked less intimidating than the Overlord, but still regal and fearsome. 

A pity it itched all over. 

Although the Commander Class didn’t despise him as much as the Paladin, it still rejected Simon like the Merchant before it. A terrible headache burned his skull from within, tiring him. He could tell that the information that should have flooded his mind and enlightened him was being actively denied. 

“Your Majesty?” Belzemine inquired. 

“I am… alright,” Simon replied. His father’s bedchambers were empty except for the two of them, which would allow them to test out the Commander’s abilities. “Cast the spell on me.”

His elf archmage waved her hand at him. “Aegis.”

Simon shivered when he sensed all the spell’s effects took hold of him. He immediately turned his mind to Shabram through the brand. “Did you receive the buffs?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she telepathically replied from the other side of the castle.

This confirmed that One For All worked through the Devil Brands. This opened up many possibilities. He could empower an entire army of branded minions no matter the distance, turning them into almighty champions while he bunkered in a safe location. 

However, that also meant that a well-placed debuff or effect like Euphemia’s Stasis targeting him would disable his entire support network. This Perk encouraged leading from the rear and the safety of an army’s back, which made sense. The Commander likely gained experience from winning battles through his soldiers or executing strategies without necessarily taking to the field or landing killing blows himself. 

That wasn’t the Overlord way. The Crimson Throne rewarded violent destruction, personal malevolence, and terrifying victims up close. He only received experience for arbitrary and merciless leadership, not necessarily well-oiled tactical maneuvering. 

One For All feels like a trap, Simon thought. It’s powerful, but discourages taking direct action for fear of incapacitating all of my followers. Lovestruck can only transfer an ailment if the target isn’t affected by it.

Come to think of it, could he actually marry multiple people and have the Title still apply? Or would the effect limit itself to one betrothed alone? Was a verbal agreement all that it took for the System to recognize a valid marriage? 

Simon had never fully explored Lovestruck’s limits and tactical applications. For all he knew, he could ‘betroth’ himself to an imp or his Phantom Steed and shift ailments to it in the future. 

Either way, Unyielding Essence might eventually grant him so many immunities to ailments and debuffs, but it wasn’t foolproof yet. There were so many nefarious effects in this world that complete and total imperviousness seemed like a feeble dream. The likes of the Oracle would inevitably find a chink in the armor and strike him when he least expected it. 

Perfect Coordination sounded like a safer bet, if relatively limited. Sparing his allies the downsides of his Dreadful Aura or friendly fire from his spells opened more opportunities… but One For All could probably do the same by sharing buffs providing immunities to his followers. 

Simon turned Tactical Acumen on Belzemine to test it out next. He sensed her anti-divination measures clash with his own Perk, but he had already learned so much about her in the past that he could infer the rest. 


Belzemine, alias Agnes Firewand.

Humanoid/Fairy

Level 78 Healer, Level 63 Pyromancer, Level 56 Gladiator, Level 49 Game Master

Weakness: Likely Corrosion, Mind, Metal, emotional damage, dependency on Overlord for guidance, suicidal guilt... 



That was good, but nothing Simon couldn’t have gathered through the reigns, and most powerful people carried anti-divination measures. Strategic Mind’s intuitive grasp of tactics also sounded redundant with the reigns. Sure, both would let him quicken information accumulation and maximize its uses, but he still had nearly ninety lifetimes to gather intel on his own…

“What Perk would be the most useful to absorb in your own opinion, Agnes?” Simon asked. 

“It depends on what Your Majesty wishes to become and focus on,” she replied. “If you wish to lead armies like your father did against Gargauth, One For All will carry you to victory. If you would rather be better informed against assassins, Tactical Acumen would help the most.”

True, what did Simon hope to become? Maybe he was approaching it the wrong way. He had been focusing too much on Perks that were individually useful rather than considering how they could synergize with his other abilities. Not to mention that there were so many Noble Classes out there that Simon could wait to see what they could offer him first and steal a Commander Perk later. Uncle Paimon had surrendered it easily enough, so Simon could easily take the Crestone again in a future reign. 

But consuming some Perks now would improve his ability to seize better ones in the future…

Argh, why was it so hard to choose?!

“Will I be able to know what’s best if I gain a higher Intelligence stat?” Simon questioned Belzemine. 

“A higher Intelligence stat boosts information retention, memory, and analysis, alongside improving crafting and spell mastery,” Belzemine explained, “but it does not grant greater wisdom.”

No, or else Balzam Magnos would have known better than to keep antagonizing his children, or Lord Paimon would have thought twice about surrendering his Crestone. Intellect didn’t protect people from emotions or rash decisions; it only made a man better at justifying them. 

Either way, the next High Council meeting would begin soon, so Simon placed the Commander Crestone back in his Inventory. The icons from the last reign had disappeared by now after having shown dark screens previously. That mystery remained quite puzzling. 

This has to be a hint to how the reigns function, Simon thought as he put on his Overlord armor again—which felt a thousand times more comfortable than the Commander one—and reapplied his Fiendmask. I will ask Mastemo for full access to the Church’s archives. Their Astromancy and Chronomancy research ought to give me more insight into how the reigns functions. 

“Any progress on analyzing the Mana Sword?” Simon asked Belzemine. 

“Not much, Your Majesty,” she admitted. “I have searched for any sign that it received a divine benediction of some sort, but couldn’t find any.” 

Simon had a bad feeling about that. Surely the Mana Goddess’ benediction should have at least left some magical traces in its wake, even after having been exhausted. A key detail was escaping him.  

Could the Oracle have lied about the benediction? Simon wondered. It might have been just propaganda or hogwash to give Louis a morale boost, but I don’t think he would have been foolish enough to use the weapon without testing it first. 

Simon banished those thoughts from his mind and teleported with Belzemine into the High Council’s chamber. Like a true Overlord, he was fashionably late and waited until everyone else had already arrived to take his seat.

As usual, Euphemia, Mastemo, Shabram, and Lauriane were already present, although the latter looked tenser than usual. Dassein had taken Louis’ place as Marshal, with Lord Paimon joining in for the session. Patriate Malphas was also allowed to attend what would be his final session, albeit with manacles. He had taken quite a few bruises from his interrogation and looked very unkept. His expression was devoid of hope. 

He knew he wouldn’t live past this meeting. 

“Why such a long face, my friend?” Simon taunted him. “Aren’t you happy to meet your successor?”

Patriate found the strength to glare at him, after which the High Council’s doors opened to introduce the new Lord Treasurer.

“Your Majesty, esteemed members of the High Council.” Odette Kano bowed upon entering the room, her newfound Merchant Crestone glowing on her brooch. “It is a great honor for me to stand before you today.”

“Let me introduce you to our new Merchant and Lord-Treasurer, Odette Kano, mayor of Whispermire,” Simon said. “A woman and entrepreneur of great talents who has caught my eye.”

Euphemia didn’t hide her distaste. “Another one of your whores?”

“Euphemia,” Simon chided her. “Miss Kano is a married woman.”

“If Your Majesty allows me, my first request will be my husband’s execution,” Odette said sternly. “Although I am pleased by the honor of this nomination, I wonder why you selected me.”

“Besides the fact that you skillfully mounted an illegal manalith and Crestone smuggling operation under our noses?” Simon replied, with Odette scowling in response. “I have had my eyes on you for a while, Miss Kano, both on the matter of your skills and your plans for an expedition in Uyo. I believe the region’s ruins hold power that will soon serve my empire.”

“An illegal manalith operation?” Lauriane asked sharply. 

“Lady Kano operated an illegal manalith mine in Whispermire, whose exploitation will begin soon,” Shabram replied. “Her skills in assembling her operation and keeping it under wraps are what convinced us to recruit her.”

“Nothing escapes Imperial Intelligence...” Odette straightened up and bowed her head at Lauriane. “I apologize for the deception, Your Grace. I feared you would confiscate the mine and put Whispermire under your direct control had you learned the truth.”

“I would have,” Lauriane replied, squinting. “You would do well not to hide anything from me again. We are through with traitors at this table.”

“Yes, of course.” Odette glanced at Euphemia. “Either way, although I understand your concerns, Your Grace, I assure you I will do everything in my power to earn your trust and faith in my abilities.”

Euphemia scoffed dismissively at her words, while Mastemo clasped his hands. “While I am pleased to make Lady Kano’s acquaintance and I am certain she will prove up to task… why did Your Majesty take Lord Malphas out of his cell and bring him here?”

“As a lesson,” Simon replied ominously, “To all of you.”

That brought a dreadful silence to the room. Patriate looked down at the table while trying to muster whatever dignity he had left. 

“You should be happy, Patriate. My son put your sisters in chains and we have reached an agreement. They will serve me from now on in exchange for my… tolerance when it comes to their kin.” Lady Justine had been quicker to sell out than her sister, but Anselma too surrendered when it meant sparing her niece and stepson. “They bought your daughter’s life, although obviously I couldn’t extend that same mercy to you.”

Even if he didn’t have a bone to pick with Patriate for his earlier sabotage and murder of Simon during his third reign, what happened with Norbelle had taught him how fragile the whole masquerade was. He had to reinforce his disguise and remind everyone what kind of man Balzam Magnos was if he hoped to last a month. 

Simon had considered many ways to deal with Malphas, some too cruel for his taste, others too quick and efficient for Balzam Magnos, but he had eventually found a rather ironic and appropriate method. One that would also grant him experience for the murder.

So Simon snapped his fingers, and a cupbearer brought a goblet full of wine to Patriate. 

“Drink,” Simon ordered.

He had waited ten reigns for this. 

Patriate stared at the goblet, then at his deathly silent audience, and then at ‘Balzam Magnos’. “Will it hurt?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer. 

“Of course,” Simon replied softly, “But less so than the other five alternative ideas I have in store for your daughter if you don’t drink it.”

It said something about Balzam Magnos that Patriate Malphas didn’t doubt him for a second. He reluctantly grabbed the goblet and stared into the wine, scowling. No doubt he thought about Elaine and prayed that the Oracle had somehow foreseen all of this with the same confidence Shabram showed the Overlord. Perhaps he tried to reassure himself that he had been sacrificed in the name of the greater good, that his mistress’ plans required this, that this would all be made right in the end.

The desperate consoled themselves however they could. 

“I want you to know…” Patriate clenched his jaw and glared at the council. “I want you to know this… when your master dies and your rotten empire collapses, and they will… you will have earne–”

The former Merchant coughed blood and fell from his chair, his goblet spilling wine across the floor. 

Simon watched on as Patriate began to asphyxiate on the ground, the same way the elven Merchant had watched him die in a previous reign after poisoning him to death. Both Euphemia and Mastemo exchanged a brief glance, whereas Dassein and Odette both looked deeply disturbed, but the rest didn’t so much as lift a finger. 

May bygones be bygones, Patriate, Simon thought when Pätriate breathed his last. Consider my grudge settled. 

“Oh yes, the goblet was cursed,” Simon added almost absentmindedly. “A pity. He would have loved the wine.”

His councilors’ looks of fear at his ruthlessness were swiftly followed by the rush of a new level. 


Level 48 Overlord Perk: All-Seeing II (Active): You can summon an Abyssal Chronicle that narrates the events of your reigns from your point of view with perfect accuracy. The book is a projection of your soul tied to the Crimson Throne and cannot be permanently destroyed or altered. The Chronicle can only be read by the Overlord or the Keeper of the Throne.



What the… Simon reread the notification twice in quick succession. An Abyssal Chronicle detailing the previous reigns? 

“Did my father read books often?” Simon asked his spymistress through telepathy, unwilling to have the others overhear him. 

“Your father didn’t read much besides mail and correspondence," Shabram replied through her brand. “His Late Majesty didn’t have much appetite for scholarly pursuits.”

Simon clenched his teeth beneath his helmet. He would need to test out this new Perk the moment the council session concluded. It could change everything.

“Why a goblet?” Lord Paimon asked out of what sounded like morbid curiosity. 

Because I’m a vindictive man. “You wouldn’t get it,” Simon replied. “Take your seat, Lady Kano.”

Odette warily waited for servants to drag Patriate’s corpse and the poisoned goblet out of the room before sitting in his place with a deep scowl on her face. This ought to instill the same kind of deference she had shown Simon back in Whispermire. 

The meeting unfolded as the councilors provided their reports, from Norbelle’s engagement to the Prince of Cocagne to Dassein’s reorganization of the army and news of the Valne-Lore defensive alliance. Odette also put forward suggestions to strengthen the imperial economy in a way that was similar to Lord Paimon’s proposal to redirect their fleets to protect western trade rather than economically choke Illusea. It seemed her predecessor’s death had impressed upon her the need to prove her usefulness. 

All of this was interesting, but Simon himself barely paid attention. His thoughts were almost entirely turned to his new Perk. 

A chronicle that detailed the reigns, and that could only be read by the Overlord or the Keeper of the Throne? That would explain how Balzam could transcribe so much information for the archive, including that awful book of conquests of his… and an ability like this would help the Overlord keep track of nearly everything across their reigns.

Which begged the question, were these chronicles destroyed with their users’ final death? The fact Balzam had written down a lot of information for his successor instead of simply placing the chronicle in the archive implied as such. But if they lingered… if they lingered, then there should be books detailing the previous Overlords’ reigns out there somewhere. 

Where could they be?

Could they have ended up in Elios Magnos’ possession? Simon couldn’t help but see a possible connection between Overlord-created magical books and the Librarian who had helped conceive the Class. Or did Louis find the volume on Balzam’s corpse when he murdered his father? 

“—we lost contact with Louis after the attack on House Forneus.”

That drew Simon out of his reverie. “What?”

“I received a report that Louis stormed House Forneus as you asked, Father,” Dassein explained with a frown. “We’ve lost contact with him since.”

“Locals claim that they saw a dragon flying away,” Shabram said. “I assumed Prince Louis had given pursuit, but I am no longer certain.”

“He must have,” Dassein insisted. “My brother is no coward, nor the kind to give up.”

That gave Simon pause. There was no way Casval could have defeated or fended off Louis. His much stronger sister had barely survived a clash with him and fled with her tail between her legs. Had Louis willingly allowed Casval to escape so he could follow him back to Vouivre? It would fit his orders, and yet… 

Simon’s gut told him something was off. Louis had given up way too easily during their last confrontation, and showed no fear at any point even though he should feel like he was standing on thin ice. He was planning something. 

What did he say again when Simon requested he leave the Mana Sword behind? 

“Did you really think I would let you take it with you?”

“No, I did not.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat as all the pieces fell into place.

The sword in his possession was a replica. 

Louis gave me a fake, Simon realized to his horror, sinking into his chair. That’s why Belzemine couldn’t find any trace of the Mana Goddess’ magic on the blade. It was never there in the first place. 

Simon hadn’t considered the possibility because Patriate had recognized the sword when Louis summoned it, but not even Shabram knew his full list of Perks. He could have obtained one capable of duplicating a weapon from his armory, or just commissioned a crafter to create a copy to frame someone else. 

Louis still had the real Mana Sword, and he hadn’t given up on killing his father. 

And by pointing him at Gargauth’s heirs, he had given him a chance to ally with his other enemies. Louis hadn’t gone to House Forneus to kill Casval as expected, but probably to recruit him or organize a meeting with Vouivre.

And he would come back. 

Euphemia immediately guessed what was going on and sneered at her ‘husband.’ “You should have executed him when you had the chance.” 

Lauriane glared at her venomously. “What are you suggesting?”

“That your brother deliberately let an enemy flee,” Euphemia replied with disdain. “What else?”

“Louis would never ally with Gargauth’s heirs!” Dassein protested. 

“That madman would do anything for the throne.” Euphemia turned her baleful gaze towards Simon. “He’s his father’s son.”

That’s what worries me, Simon thought as he began to give his councilor orders. “Find my son and reestablish contact, Shabram. I do not think he has graduated from incompetence to betrayal–” Hopefully. “–but I will have the truth of it.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Shabram replied.

“Dassein, Maublanc, you will continue to oversee Operation Deepground’s development. Our new Lord-Treasurer will provide the required funds for the project.” He would bless her and other officials with the Brands of Greed to boost the empire’s revenues. “As for you, Lord Mastemo.”

The High Confessor’s head perked up. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“I request access to the Lighthouse’s astrological research,” Simon said. “My sorcerers and astrologers have brought me worrisome information I would like to see confirmed.”

Mastemo clasped his hands. “Must I remind Your Majesty that the Concordat between the Crimson Throne and the Church of Light grants our institution autonomy from the crown? I will be more than happy to assist your astrologers in their inquiries, but access to the Lighthouse’s library is the exclusive purview of the Templar Order and the Confessors.” 

“I’m aware,” Simon replied. The Church of the Light and the Overlord had agreed to a political settlement once Balzam took the throne, with the Church becoming the state religion in return for recognizing the new regime. “But surely we can make an exception for an urgent matter?”

Mastemo refused to budge. “I would be more than happy to assist Your Majesty’s astrologers in their quest, but the library’s sanctity shall be preserved.”

Simon didn’t think Mastemo would guard his secrets so jealously. Time to change his approach. “I recall that you voiced interest in my son Simon joining the Templars.” 

“I did,” Mastemo replied. Simon noticed that both Lauriane and Euphemia both squinted at him when he said that. “Would Your Majesty consent to my request at last?”

“Perhaps,” Simon replied evasively. “He could serve as a direct intermediary between the Church and the Crown on the matter.”

“That would solve both of our issues indeed.”

“Where is Simon, by the way?” Dassein asked with what could pass for brotherly concern. “I had hoped to see him when I returned to Frightwall. Did you send him abroad, Father?”

“I want to discuss Simon with you too, Father,” Lauriane said. “And Louis as well.”

“We can discuss it now,” Euphemia said sharply.

“In private,” Lauriane snapped back at the empress, her voice dripping with venom. “This is not your concern, Your Grace.”

“Enough,” Simon declared, “This council is dismissed. Lauriane, Agnes, you stay.”

Euphemia growled and stormed out in annoyance, with Mastemo, Paimon, and the others following closely behind. Once he was alone with Lauriane and Belzemine, Simon proceeded to address the former’s concerns. “What’s on your mind, my daughter?”

“Father, I…” Lauriane cleared her throat, suddenly uneasy. “Are you seriously considering surrendering your own flesh and blood to a zealot like Mastemo?”

“Simon is my property. I can use and dispose of him as I see fit.” Lauriane winced at the remark, which convinced Simon to try and soften the blow, even if it meant breaking the Balzam Magnos impersonation. “You need not fear for your brother’s safety. Mastemo will never cross me.”

“But if anything happens to you, the Church Party will make a hostage out of him.” Lauriane scowled. “You promised me you would keep him away from politics.”

Balzam had promised that? It warmed Simon’s heart to know his sister genuinely cared for his safety, but he had to power through. “Nothing will happen to me. I thought Louis’ failure would have made that clear.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Put your mind at ease, my daughter. All will proceed as I planned.”

Lauriane stared at him for a very long time, until the silence became heavier than a thunderstorm. 

“I see,” she finally said. 

Something about her cold tone sent chills down Simon’s spine, so he quickly changed the subject. “You wanted to discuss Louis as well? Do you know what he is up to?”

Lauriane nodded almost imperceptibly. “When he left… I asked him why he had tried to kill you. What had precipitated his attempt at patricide.” Her nails sank into her armchairs. “He told me something I struggled to believe.”

“What?” Simon replied with a sneer. “That he wanted power for its own sake?”

“No.” Lauriane’s gaze met his own, a look of hatred he had never seen before flashing in her eyes. “That you murdered our mother.”

Simon winced as if slapped in the face. “What–”

Lauriane changed into her Spellblade outfit and lunged at him from across the table, the Mana Sword materializing in her hand.

It then suddenly occurred to Simon that the Warrior might not be the only Class with an Infinite Armory Perk. One of its Vassal or Hybrid Classes could have inherited it too. 

Like the Spellblade. 

He tried to teleport on instinct, and Belzemine raised her hand to cast a spell, but Lauriane proved faster than both of them. 

She struck him with the Mana Sword, and the Overlord spirit within him screeched in pain. 

  

    
        Chapter 88: ???

    
    
    
    
  Louis had planned this.

Simon’s amazement at his older brother’s cunning was only matched by the pure, agonizing pain rippling through his body and soul. A flame hotter than a volcano’s heart burned within him, searing its way to the very essence of the Overlord Class.


Warmonger IV negated by Mana Sword!

Unyielding Essence IV negated by Mana Sword!

Alchemist’s Poison activated! Poison Ailment transferred by Lovestruck to Euphemia!

Alchemist’s Poison activated! Poison Ailment! 

Anti-Heal Ailment! Necrophobia Ailment! Doom Ailment!

Darkbound negated by Mana Sword–



Countless notifications flooded his eyes and mind by the hundreds while his body went into a state of shock. All of his Class’ incredible protections faltered like night recoiling from the rising sunlight. Poison flowed through his veins and rotted them from within, but the damage to his flesh paled compared to the spiritual agony of the Light burning its way through his miasma.

The Mana Sword had done more than strike at Simon Magnos.

It had landed a blow on the Overlord itself.

It had struck at his very Class.

“I didn’t want to admit it… even though I knew the truth deep down…” Lauriane’s voice broke down in a mix of cold rage and despair, tears raining down her cheeks even as she drove the sword further into his chest. “We’re just tools to you! Pawns to be used and discard–”

“Teraburn!”

Belzemine’s spell struck Lauriane in a blast of intense, white-blue fire that propelled her across the room. Lauriane’s Class outfit changed to that of the Alchemist’s, which protected her from the flames, but she still hit the opposite wall.

“Your Majesty!” Belzemine rushed to his side, immediately assessed the wound in his chest, and then tried to pull out the sword to remove its Anti-Heal effect.

She meant well, but it only made it worse.

The Mana Sword’s blade glowed bright the moment she touched the grip. Whereas the sacred power within it once burned like magma, it now became more radiant than the heart of the sun itself. Light poured out of Simon’s armor and consumed him from within. He tried to scream, but only golden beams poured out of his mouth. The walls shook all around them with snake-like hisses coming out from Frightwall’s ancient stones.

And as Simon’s existence unraveled, so did time itself.

Simon’s vision blurred. Belzemine seemed to split in two as she looked over him, two versions of herself overlapping; one a living elf with tears of despair raining down her cheeks, the other a screaming, rotting corpse. Euphemia and the rest of the council broke the nearby doors and rushed in.

“What’s going on here?! The whole castle is shaki–” The Empress’ eyes widened upon seeing Simon impaled on the Mana Sword, her skin gaining a deathly pallor. The other councilors froze in place, with the likes of Shabram covering their mouth in horror or Dassein rushing to his sister’s side. “By the Light…”

They were all wrong, all of them, dividing between two overlapping figures; one half alive and well, the other a shambling corpse. The flood of notifications fizzled out into one as a shadow loomed over Simon.


The future is shrouded in darkness. 



The Keeper of the Throne had appeared.

Unlike everyone and everything else, it alone did not blur nor divide. Its single crystal-eye glowed with the dark halo of the comet Abraxas while darkness pulsed from beneath its robes. Its hand reached for Belzemine’s throat and grabbed it with inhuman strength until it lifted her above the ground. She tried to kick the entity back and pulverize it with a spell, but her magic fizzled out as cold hands began to choke the life out of her.

No… Simon wanted to say, but when he raised his hand towards Belzemine, all he could see were fingers of miasma overlapping with dragon claws and a metal glove. What the…

Then he felt a cold dousing the flames inside him, as the Dark fought back with a vengeance. A cataclysmic flood of miasma poured out of his chest, throwing the living backward and rapidly rusting the Mana Sword. Its light faltered as the shadows coiled around it like a snake smothering its prey.

The two overlapping visions of the people present widened, and then split apart with a thousand screams.



There was darkness, and then Simon woke up.

Not in his bed, not in front of the Crimson Throne, but on a cold hard floor in a dark place devoid of light. His wounds had healed, and his lungs breathed miasma for air that gave him life anew.


This is the ??? of your ??? Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Error.

The Error: Something has gone wrong, and time has no meaning.



What?

Where… where was he? Had he died?

Simon forced himself to his feet, his gloved hands fumbling in the dark. He cast Hellfire to create a sphere of flames in his hand, which was enough to light the darkness and reveal the ruins of the High Council chamber. Lauriane’s broken chair was still there, as was the table and the Mana Sword’s rusted hilt, but neither Belzemine nor anyone else was present.

“Shabram?” he called out, first with a hoarse voice exhaling miasma and then with thoughts. “Duchar?”

No mind touched his own. He didn’t even feel Duchar’s presence, although the old necromancer bore the Brand of Sloth at the beginning of each reign.

Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

“Duchar, can you hear me? Can you hear your Overlord?”

Silence.

What the Abyss was going on?! The man should be safe and sound in Telluria right now. Had he… had he been killed? Or did the Mana Sword dispel all his brands?

“Keeper, I summon you!”

No one came.

Simon grew anxious. Was he still within Frightwall? Or had the Mana Sword disrupted his Perks somehow? Simon carefully moved to the chamber’s stained glass windows and peered through them to find himself staring into a darkness blacker than a thousand starless nights. He couldn’t see anything outside. No Marthrone streetlights, no moon, no nothing.

Only darkness.

This is disturbing. Simon focused on opening his stat screen and saw it appear in front of him. It looked utterly normal except for the new nonsensical title. My magic works, and the Overlord armor too… Do my Perks still function?

“Deathmastery IV.”

His Phantom Steed materialized next to him without issue. The undead horse dutifully stared at him while waiting for orders.

That confused Simon. If his Perks still functioned, why couldn’t he contact Duchar through the Brand of Sloth or summon the Keeper?

Then again… then again, Abyssal Retainer only granted him command over the Keeper of the Throne. It didn’t allow Simon to summon it. It only appeared because it was compelled to obey within Frightwall.

Or something’s going on with the Overlord Class, Simon thought. He had been wearing the outfit since he woke up. Maybe taking it off and putting it back on would cause something to happen, so he tried it out.


You cannot put on your human outfit here. 



The wording sent chills down Simon’s spine.

Something had gone terribly wrong. He turned to the Mana Sword’s hilt, the rest of the blade having rusted away, and then had his mount touch it. When the sacred metal failed to react to his phantom steed, Simon dared to pick it up. He felt no pain, no magic, no nothing.

Whatever sacred energies once dwelled in the hilt had long been exhausted.

“How much time has passed?” Simon muttered to himself. The hilt looked so old it might just crumble to dust between his fingers. He decided to stock it in his Inventory for later, when he suddenly noticed an icon remained.

The Commander Crestone.

Wait… could he…

Simon focused and summoned the Commander Noble Crestone within his palm.

Its divine glow illuminated the thick darkness for an instant before its surface began to steam. Its mana fumed out in seconds like a piece of ice melting in the sun, until nothing remained.

This place’s miasma was denser than the Darkwood, so much that it dissolved the Noble Crestone faster than a piece of sugar thrown into a puddle of water, but that was a minor detail compared to everything else.

The really important thing was that the Crestone was still both in his Inventory and accessible, which meant Simon hadn’t died. It would have dropped from his corpse or the icon would have faded away otherwise.

“This is getting stranger and stranger,” Simon muttered, turning to his phantom steed. “Follow me.”

He didn’t really need a mount, but he appreciated the company.

They walked out into the next corridor, with Simon lighting up the torches with Hellfire as they went. The corrupted flames lingered in the ambient miasma, but their glow struggled to repel the gloomy shadows which had overtaken Frightwall. The darkness appeared unwilling to give too much ground even to light born of miasma.

It didn’t take long for Simon to realize this place was utterly devoid of life. His siblings, the maids, the staff… even Father’s public collection of petrified victims were gone without a trace. His calls were drowned out into meaningless echoes. He even resorted to trying to summon imps, but the little critters failed to appear.

The good thing about exploring an empty castle with little to occupy his mind was that Simon had plenty of time to ponder what led to this situation… and how Lauriane could have gotten her hands on the Mana Sword.

He could see two possibilities. The first was that Lauriane was the one who recovered the Mana Sword at the chapel, either delivering it to Louis or killing Father herself. Simon doubted it, since she had looked unsurprised to see her ‘father’ at the meeting and her actions in previous reigns. Either she was the best actress Simon had ever seen, to the point of deceiving her own brother, or she didn’t have a direct hand in the Overlord’s demise.

The other and more likely possibility was that it had all been part of Louis’ plan.

Knowing he would be under surveillance after failing to kill his father, he must have given the real Mana Sword to Lauriane in the hope she would follow through with the assassination. It was a good plan on paper. She was one of the few Magnos children Balzam had somewhat trusted, but even she had her limits. Louis must have figured that learning the truth about their mother’s death would give her the push required.

Maybe Louis had genuinely been angry over Eleanor Magnos’ death, the same way Simon resented Balzam for his mother’s murder, or he may simply have told Lauriane what he thought she needed to hear to reach a breaking point. Whatever the case, his gambit had paid off. Her doubts and fear over Simon’s disappearance had boiled over until she tried to slay him.

She poisoned the Mana Sword, Simon recalled. She must have expected the Mana Sword to suppress Unyielding Essence and thus make the Overlord vulnerable… which means the attack was premeditated. 

Whatever the case, they would have a long conversation when they met again in this reign or the next. Simon needed to learn the truth before something similar to… whatever was going on now happened again.

The more time passed, the more this place unsettled Simon. Everything else inside Frightwall looked mostly unchanged. The walls stood, no dust covered the windows, and his room was still untouched.

The world outside the castle… was another matter.

Simon and his mount reached the gatehouse to find the moat was gone, while the bridge linking it up Frightwall to Marthrone had crumbled. Simon threw a fireball to light the way beyond it, only for it to fizzle out before it could reach the imperial city.

“Hellthunder.”

His crimson lightning coursed across the darkness before him, revealing an empty void with no bottom beneath the castle. It seemed to be floating within nothingness.

Is the world… is it gone? Simon gulped before remembering he had a quick way of confirming it. “Lord of the Demon Castle.”

This time, he sensed some feedback. Simon and his steed teleported back into Shabram’s library in her mansion, right next to his miasma crystal. So strange.

“Aegio?” Simon called out. “Anyone?”

Only silence answered him, and while the mansion remained intact, it proved just as devoid of life as Frightwall. Simon explored it until he reached the front doors and opened them to find a gaping emptiness where the gardens should have been.

Everything in between his Dungeons had… disappeared. Drowned in darkness.

Were they… were they in another plane of existence? Or was Simon dead? Was this the Overlord’s afterlife, empty ruins floating in an empty void?

“Where am I?” It then occurred to Simon he might have been asking the wrong question. “When am I?”

It then occurred to him that he might have a way to gain some insight.

“All-Seeing II.”

The most horrible grimoire in the world appeared in Simon’s hands.

His Abyssal Chronicle was worthy of its name. This flesh-bound folio was sealed shut by a black iron lock shaped like a gloomy, dark skull with ruby eyes. Titled ‘The Hundred Reigns,’ it immediately snapped open to reveal dry, yellowed parchment pages. Its contents were written in pale red abyssal runes and divided into chapters titled after his reigns.

“The Short,” Simon read, the page detailing how he had woken up at three in the morning to learn that his father had been murdered, to everyone’s relief.

Since he had little else to do, Simon proceeded to read the Chronicle. It didn’t reveal anything he didn’t know already, because it was written from his point of view. It would be useful enough to ensure he didn’t forget key details, but it wouldn’t provide new information… or so Simon thought until he reached the end of the ‘Error’ reign, which began when he decided to impersonate his father and ended with the whole mess in the High Council room. He flipped the page to find a new chapter.

The UNTITLED. 

That one detailed how Simon had woken up in an empty castle and investigated until he found himself reading a book about his own past exploits… he even watched the words detailing his reaction write themselves before his own eyes.

So Simon’s past reign had indeed ended, but he hadn’t died either, according to the Inventory. The world was gone, yet he remained. How to explain this paradox?

A terrible shiver ran down his spine as he put it together.

“Could I be… in-between?” That was the only explanation Simon could come up with for now. "In between two reigns?”

The Oracle was right, the Mana Sword could disrupt the Overlord Class. It had thrown its rebirth cycle awry in some way, ending the previous reign without allowing the next one to properly begin anew.

Time was broken.

I’m trapped. Simon’s fingers trembled in dread as the severity of his situation dawned on him. The reigns have failed.

For the first time since he obtained the Overlord Class, Simon was faced with the most horrifying of outcomes: consequences.

What could he do? Was he trapped between two ticks of the clock, stuck in a dead past while the rest of the universe moved on without him? Was there an exit of some kind?

There had to be an exit! He couldn’t… he couldn’t spend eternity here, with a dead horse and endless darkness for his only company! There had to be a failsafe in the Overlord Class, some way to put time back on track!

Simon tried to anchor himself down and think rationally. This strange realm’s nature had to provide a hint about how reigns worked. Why did physical places still exist in this void, but no life? Where did the sheer quantity of miasma in the air come from? This all looked too real for a dream or illusion…

Simon had taken a peek behind the curtain, and he wasn’t sure what to make of the backstage.

But if nearly all of Frightwall was transported there, then it should be here too, Simon thought. It has to have answers. 

Simon used Lord of the Demon Castle to teleport back to Frightwall with his mount, and found the Crimson Throne waiting for him. That cursed seat was untouched like the rest of the castle, its ruby eyes gleaming in the otherworldly darkness as it welcomed its master home.

“What is this place?” Simon inquired. “A dead past? The afterlife?”

The Crimson Throne remained quiet like the chair it was.

Of course. What else did Simon expect?

“Is there a way out?!” Simon’s fist clenched. “Please tell me there’s a way out…”

The Crimson Throne’s eyes glowed brighter, the lights focusing on the seat. It invited Simon to take his place as Overlord.

Simon gulped upon realizing that he had no other option, then walked up the steps to the Crimson Throne. He hoped that sitting on it would either show him a way out of this mess or properly restart the reigns.

Flop. 

Simon’s head snapped to the side. Darkness ruled the room except for the meager glow provided by the Crimson Throne’s ruby eyes… yet he had heard a footstep for certain. His phantom steed was studying the shadows, looking for something.

“Is someone there?” Simon called out to the dark. “Show yourself.”

Flop. 

There was something there, in the dark!

“Hellfire!”

Simon summoned a sphere of fire in his hand, its light reflecting in a scythe lunging at his throat.

Simon barely had time to launch the Hellfire at his attacker, setting a fool’s motley ablaze and revealing the gaunt outline of a skeletal undead emerging from the shadows. The creature powered through the flames and tackled Simon, who had to grab the scythe’s shaft to stop the blade from reaching him. His Overlord strength, empowered by Lord of the Demon Castle’s buffs, easily let him stop it.

He immediately recognized his attacker’s painted skull-face.

“Gourmand?!”

The demonic undead answered him with a bestial, maddened snarl, his teeth gnashing at him in an attempt to bite his throat. Simon retaliated with a Chaos Wave that threw Gourmand back and dispelled the flames that had consumed his motley outfit.

Simon quickly noticed the change in bulk. Gourmand had grown fat on all the souls Simon fed him during his previous reign, but he was now so thin and starved that it was a miracle he could still stand.

“How did… how did you get here?” Simon inquired, more shocked than anything. “Gourmand, it's me! The Overlord!”

The jester swung his scythe at Simon with a murderous look in his yellow eyes.

The starved beast was after his soul.

“You are no match for me!” Simon snapped as he unleashed Dreadful Aura in an attempt to terrorize the jester, but whatever madness had seized him rendered him immune to fear. Gourmand quickly tried to lunge at him again. “Hellthunder!”

He shocked the Abyss out of Gourmand with lightning. The starved jester lacked the strength to resist, so Simon quickly had his steed pin him to the ground by pressing on his back while he shattered the scythe underfoot.

“Gourmand, it is me, your master!” Simon shouted at the jester. “You’re safe, I’m not going to hurt you!” Gourmand’s response amounted to growls and failed attempts at freeing himself. “Gourmand, how did you survive?! Is there anyone else in the castle?!”

Gourmand gnarled at him hungrily. Simon’s Perks could translate any language, but all he could gather was that the jester deeply wanted to eat his soul at the exclusion of everything else.

He has lost his mind, Simon realized. He has starved to insanity.

Not even Unquestionable Ruler could calm him down. He was simply gone.

Simon eventually settled on chaining him with manacles from the dungeon and leaving him attached to the Crimson Throne for now. The jester’s surprise appearance at least reignited his hopes of finding other survivors within whatever time anomaly had taken place, but those were quickly dashed. Simon did a full tour of Frightwall, searching every nook and cranny, and came up empty. He even tried to reach the castle’s deeper levels, but realized that most of the basement had crumbled into the void. Shabram’s mansion was equally deserted.

Why did Gourmand alone manage to linger in this anomaly? Was it because of his unique nature as an undead demon or whatever else he was? A whim of fate, a stroke of bad luck? Was the jester more than he looked?

Whatever the case, these questions found no answer. Gourmand wasn’t in a lucid-enough state to answer Simon’s queries.

“What am I going to do with you?” Simon asked the mad jester. Leaving him trapped alone in an empty castle at the edge of time sounded like an awful fate, even for this monster. “Could I… could preserve your soul?”

It was worth a shot, and could provide more information on the reigns in the future. Maybe he could feed Gourmand’s current spirit to his past self, should Simon… once he returned everything to normal.

His decision taken, Simon slew Gourmand where he stood by bashing his skull in with his Overlord scepter, then attempted to harvest his soul into a miasma gem… only to fail. Simon stared at the corpse in disbelief, trying to realize what had gone wrong.

He can’t have been of a higher level than me, Simon thought, or else he should have gained one himself from slaying Gourmand. Did his undead nature interfere with the process somehow?

He had killed him for nothing.

This… this might have been a mercy considering his current state. Yes, it was mercy. If this situation couldn’t be salvaged…

This has to be temporary, Simon told himself as he stored Gourmand’s skull in his Inventory in case he could somehow extract information from it in the future. There has to be a way out.

He took a deep breath of miasma, ascended up the Crimson Throne, and then sat on it.

And everything began all over again.

  

    
        Chapter 89: The Church of the Stars (1)

    
    
    
    
  His soul was back in front of the Crimson Throne, floating in nothingness.

It didn't welcome him with applause or contempt, like it often did, only ominous silence. The darkness was tense, realizing that what had happened shouldn’t have been possible and that they had skirted close to disaster.


This is the fifteenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Timeless.

The Timeless: You have slipped through time to reach this present. You are now immune to the Stasis ailment. 



Fifteenth? So whatever happened in that dimensional void had been counted as a full reign, but at least it appeared things would resume as they should… although the Title’s rather disappointing ability implied a rather worrying possibility.

“You previously used a Title to cover a weakness in the Overlord Class, but this one offers me little to no protection against the Mana Sword,” Simon pointed out. “You cannot negate that weapon, can you? Not fully, at least.”

The sheer wave of hostility he received in response was an answer in itself.

If the Mana Sword was so dangerous, then that begged the question of what it did to Balzam. Could his father have spent the deaths he couldn’t write down in that dreary dark place, except it cost him four reigns to get out rather than one? 

No, no, he must have known it was his final reign, or else he wouldn’t have left those notes… although maybe the Oracle had been half-right. Being struck with the sword slightly disrupted the Overlord Class’ inheritance, but it found a new host in Simon instead of vanishing after failing to pass on to Louis. 

It harmed the Class, but it could not destroy it.

Whatever the case, Simon woke up in his bed once more. He looked at his hands to find them normal again, and no longer permanently stuck in his Overlord armor. Seeing the distant lights of Marthrone in the night through his window put a balm on his heart. 

He was back, but now with the knowledge that there were things out there that could truly impact the reigns. Titles couldn’t protect the Overlord from the Mana Sword for certain, or at least not at this point in time.

And Louis had it at the start of his reigns.

He will never surrender it, even if I am to impersonate our father again, Simon thought. I might be able to confiscate it from Lauriane once he gives it to her… if that’s what happened…

Simon decided against it. He wouldn’t tempt fate again, at least until he understood the danger that the Mana Sword represented better. He didn’t want to risk being trapped in that castle beyond time again. 

And what was he supposed to make of all of this in the first place? Why was Gourmand stuck in that void with him, when everyone else seemed to have disappeared? Why was it so full of miasma? Because it was a dungeon of some sort?

When Simon opened his Inventory to find it utterly empty, with the Mana Sword’s hilt and Gourmand’s skull both missing, it just drove home just how little he understood about how the reigns functioned. He was a child fumbling in the dark, knowing nothing about his greatest strengths and weaknesses. 

“I need to learn more,” Simon decided. “Keeper.”

The damn creature appeared this time. “Your Dark Majesty?”

Simon glanced at its hands, vividly recalling how it strangled Belzemine to death with them, before asking, “Why did you kill Firewand?”

“I have not killed Firewand.”

Right, it didn’t remember past reigns, though it was aware of their existence. Simon summoned his Abyssal Chronicle and opened it at the end of the ‘Error’ reign and the ‘Timeless’ one’s start. 

“You should be able to read these entries,” he said. “Does it not jog your memory?”

The Keeper quickly read the chapters, confirming that it could indeed gather information from the Chronicle, but it provided few answers. “I have no memory of this event, though I may wager a guess,” it said. “While I lack offensive power, I am compelled to preserve and protect the Crimson Throne to the best of my ability. I must have registered the elf as a threat at the time and targeted her.”

Belzemine touching the Mana Sword did seem to strengthen its power, maybe because she was an elf or connected to whatever fate Mardok sought to prevent by targeting her… “How did you negate her magic then?”

“I have no information on the matter. It may be an ability I am unaware of.”

Come to think of it, the creature was called the Keeper of the Throne. It wouldn’t make much sense for an Overlord to give the title to a creature unable to defend its charge.

Could it have combat abilities that only showed themselves when the Crimson Throne itself faced a direct threat to its existence? The damage that the Mana Sword caused must have triggered a failsafe of some sort. A pity Simon didn’t see any way to test that hypothesis without risking catastrophic damage to the reigns. 

“What of this dark castle, that… void outside of time?” Simon inquired. “Do you know anything about that?”

“I do not, Your Dark Majesty. I exist to serve, not to understand.”

What a useless creature. “What about Gourmand? Is he linked to the reigns somehow?”

“No,” the Keeper replied flatly. “The creature entered your predecessor’s service eleven years ago, after being summoned from the Abyss.”

According to the Keeper, Gourmand apparently belonged to a rare kind of undead called a Soul Devourer, which was the result of a demon spontaneously animating after death. These creatures became the reverse of a normal demon possession; instead of merging with a living creature the way the Zodiac Fiends did, they instead drew souls inside them and slowly assimilated them to fill the void in their hearts. Balzam had apparently summoned Gourmand for the purpose of using his ability to steal knowledge from dead souls, but then grew to enjoy his jester act enough to keep him in his service. 

All in all, it seemed he was indeed unrelated to the Crimson Throne… which made Simon all the more curious as to why he alone managed to linger in the time-displaced Frightwall. Did all the souls he had accumulated in the last reign give him enough power to survive the time anomaly? Or was there something unique about him? 

Or… could that dark realm full of miasma have been the infamous Abyss? Simon had failed to summon imps there, but he couldn’t totally exclude that possibility. Gourmand could have survived there for the simple reason that he came from that realm in the first place. 

The Keeper lacked answers on the subject, but it did provide useful intel on other matters. 

“Did my predecessors have their own Abyssal Chronicles, too?” Simon inquired. “Did they vanish after their deaths?”

“No,” the Keeper replied, “The Abyssal Chronicles linger after their holder’s death, to ensure future Overlords may use them.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. That could change everything. “Where are they then?”

“I do not know.”

Simon cursed in annoyance and considered possible leads. He was all but certain that Mardok’s Chronicle had fallen into Elios Magnos’ hands. The old lich was still loyal to the archdemon’s centuries after his death, and it would make sense for a Librarian to recover his master’s memoir. Gargauth’s chronicle was likely in his hidden hoard or in Vouivre’s possession. 

Which left Balzam’s book unaccounted for. Either the old man had hidden it somewhere in his archives in Telluria or somewhere else… or Louis must have recovered the book if it was dropped by his corpse like Inventory items. Simon couldn’t exclude the possibility that the books were still somewhere in this castle, either. 

At least only the Overlord and the Keeper could read the Chronicles, so nobody else should be able to use the secrets within. 

“I want you to search every nook and cranny in Frightwall for those missing Chronicles after you deliver my altered will,” Simon ordered. “I want you to report to Lady Shabram should you find anything.”

All possible leads on the Abyssal Chronicles led to foes beyond Simon’s ability to confront at the moment, so he would settle on easier targets for now. Approaching Elios Magnos to ask for answers on the reigns was suicide at this point in time, and interrogating the elves would be just as foolish, which only left a few leads. 

The Church of the Light… or Eligos.

Justine Eligos claimed that she could help him unlock his Visionary and Darkblood precognitive gifts. Those might grant him insight into how the reigns worked, and she had proved amenable… but this meant tackling the elf conspiracy head-on and risk drawing the Oracle’s attention. 

Mastemo already wanted to recruit Simon for his Templars, which would grant him access to their Lighthouse’s library. The Church’s chronomancy and astromancy research should provide certain clues on how the reigns functioned, or at least how they related to the comet Abraxas. They also had tremendous resources. 

That sounded like his best lead so far. 

Impersonating my father will throw the usual sequence of events out of sync, Simon thought. Infiltrating the Lighthouse might take time, so I’ll need stability… a longer reign.

Simon knew which stones to nudge to avoid the landslide falling on top of him.



After the meeting with the Keeper, Simon used the precious hour that preceded the discovery of his father’s corpse to contact Shabram and Belzemine, inform them of what would follow, and to take precautions to defang the elf conspiracy. This would ensure the civil war began many months later than usual, and hopefully in a way that would leave Louis on the backfoot. 

He also took the occasion to show Shabram the Abyssal Chronicle to check what would happen if someone other than the Keeper or an Overlord tried to read it. She had one of her employees try to read it after being warned it might carry consequences, but instead her servant simply told her the book’s pages appeared to be blank. This reassured Simon, since it meant outsiders wouldn’t be able to learn the Overlord’s secrets and he wouldn’t have to fear an early restart should the Chronicle fall into the wrong hands. 

Then Simon returned to his room in his normal appearance, waiting for his sister to arrive. He sat on the bed and watched as she frantically opened the door with a shaken expression.

“Simon! Sim–” She froze upon seeing him staring back at her from across the bedroom. “You’re awake? Good. Come with–”

“Did you help him kill Father?” Simon asked simply.

Lauriane froze motionless where she stood, then realized he already knew about their father’s death. “Leave us and lock the door,” she ordered the knight behind her, before questioning Simon when they were alone. “Did you see who did it?”

“Yes, I did.” Simon was pretty sure he didn’t risk anything with Lauriane—she had been willing to murder their own father to protect him—but he couldn’t entirely exclude the possibility she had been in on it from the beginning. “Did you help him get the Mana Sword?”

“Help who get the mana what? You’re not making any sense…” Her confusion was only matched by her worry. “Did you… did you see the murder?”

“I did,” Simon half-lied. He couldn’t be sure of anything, but he had gathered enough information to piece it together. “And if you helped the killer, I… I promise I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

“I… I didn’t, why would I…” Lauriane blinked repeatedly. “Why would you think… why would I help someone murder our father?”

She didn’t know. Simon was all but certain of it now. “Because Louis did it.”

“Louis?! No, that’s… he would have shown me the Overlord Class if it was him…” Obviously, she didn’t say he couldn’t have done it at all. “I don’t understand. What did you see?”

“I saw him strike Father with a… a shining sword of pure light; something our father called the Mana Sword, whatever that means,” Simon half-lied. “I saw our father die alongside one of his concubines, but the Overlord Class… I think it… I think it fled to someone else.”

Lauriane observed him in silence, a scowl forming on her lips. She struggled to believe him, but the fact that he foresaw their father’s death alongside his mistress gave credence to his ‘dream’. 

“Are you sure that is what you saw?” she asked warily. 

“Yes, I am.” Simon gulped. “That’s… that’s why I feared you were involved.”

“No, I wasn’t… I would never...” She frowned and massaged her forehead before putting her hands on his shoulders. “Listen, Simon. This information does not leave this room until I have confirmed it one way or another. If Louis was indeed capable of killing our father, but chose to keep it to himself, then…” Her lips twisted into a dark scowl. “Then your life may be in danger.”

She doesn’t want to admit that Louis could do it, Simon realized. She doesn’t know about her mother yet. “You think Louis would kill me?”

“I… I hope he won't do that.” But she couldn’t guarantee it, and that frightened her. “What I can promise you is…” Her grip on his shoulders tightened. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you, Simon.”

I know, Simon replied upon pulling her into a hug. She hesitated a moment before returning it. “I know, Lauriane.”

He was now more or less convinced she didn’t have anything to do with Balzam’s murder, which meant his first guess was probably correct: Louis had slain their father with the Mana Sword, then gave it to Lauriane once convinced she would pick up where he left off after revealing what had happened to their mother.

Unfortunately, that meant engineering a situation where Louis surrendered the weapon without a fight would take some preparation, and informing Lauriane about his Overlord identity right now would only put them both in danger. 

Simon dearly wanted to tell her the truth, and he intended to do so in a future reign, but the risk that she would let something slip to Louis in turn was too great. He needed to be sure he wouldn’t be interrupted for some time during this reign, and the best way to do so was to ensure everyone followed a certain script. Just telling her about the Mana Sword and Louis’ true nature might have already ruined that. 

One day, I’ll repay all that you’ve done for me, Lauriane, Simon promised himself. Your faith in me won’t be misplaced. 



Afterwards, they went to Balzam’s bedroom to rehash a scene Simon had lived through a good dozen times by now. Lauriane continued to send worried glances at Louis' way this time–and he was starting to notice–but events more or less unfolded as predicted otherwise… until the Keeper arrived to read the will.

“–as for my bastard son Simon, it is my wish that he be put to use by joining the Templars, so that we may confirm whether or not he has any gift worth developing for House Magnos’ benefit,” the Keeper read. “I otherwise bequeath him five slaves of his choosing as part of his inheritance, including my physician, Agnes Firewand.”

Lauriane’s head snapped at the Keeper in shock, the slight crack in her neck almost as loud as the gasps of shock from the people present. “What?!”

“Gifts?! Him?!” Thalas glared at Simon with all the depths of his jealousy. “What gifts could this halfblood have?!”

Euphemia scowled thoughtfully before glancing at Mastemo. “Did you know about this?”

“No,” the High Confessor replied, “But I am pleased His Majesty listened to my queries.”

As planned, most of the audience lost interest in Simon the moment the Keeper moved on to reveal who had inherited the Overlord Class. Simon named Casval as usual, which caused Louis and Euphemia to bolt out of the room with most of their retinue. Even Lauriane reluctantly followed in their hurry to cut the grass out from under the Church Party’s foot. 

Simon quietly lingered behind, alongside Mastemo and Belzemine. The Cleric hadn’t taken a step to follow after the empress in spite of the risk of losing precious time on the hunt for the Overlord Class. 

In all of his reigns, Simon had interacted very little with the Church of the Light’s High Confessor. The man had always been something of an enigma, and not only because he wore his office’s mirror-mask at all times. Simon knew he wielded the Cleric Noble Crestone and backed Euphemia as part of the Church Party, but his personal character and objectives remained elusive. Even Shabram had limited information to provide on him, since Confessors abandoned their previous identities upon taking up their offices. 

“It appears the Light has brought us together, Your Highness,” Mastemo said. “Did your father tell you about this?”

“No, he…” Simon gulped and feigned unease. “This comes as a surprise to me.”

“Is that so? Yet surely you must realize that you possess gifts by now.” Mastemo lowered his head slightly until Simon’s face reflected in his mask. “You did not look as surprised as a son finding his father’s corpse should be.”

He’s sharp. “I… I saw it in a dream.”

Mastemo paused for a moment before lowering his head to whisper in Simon’s ear. 

“You saw who did this,” he asked, pointing at Balzam’s corpse. “And you are afraid.”

So far so good. Simon gulped and feigned unease. “If I tell you, will you protect me?”

“Yes, my child, of course. The Light wouldn’t have brought you to me otherwise.” The Cleric put a hand on his shoulder, like a loving father with his son. “Although I will grant you sanctuary either way, joining the Templars is both a great honor and a harsh duty. I will give you time to ponder the consequences.”

“What consequences?” Simon asked with a frown, trying to look more timid than he actually was. 

“Our Templars swear a vow of poverty, among others, to ensure material concerns do not interfere with their duties. You will have to discard most of your possessions to join us…” Mastemo glanced at Belzemine, who obediently stayed without a word. “Including your slaves and whatever inheritance you received from His Majesty.”

Simon knew the War Party wouldn’t tolerate the idea of Agnes Firewand falling under the Church Party’s influence, so this played into his hands. He already knew how to ensure her survival otherwise. “I… I see.”

“Our recruits have certain leeway during training before they utter their vows, but commitment requires sacrifice,” Mastemo insisted. “Either way, I will be happy to answer any questions you have, my child.”

Simon took a deep breath and appeared to consider it. “Would you help me understand my visions? Or how to change them?”

“Understanding them and what purpose the Light gave you, yes,” Mastemo replied, “Changing them, however, is not something desirable.”

…

Huh?

“Interfering with the future shown to you in your dreams is both futile and almost certainly counterproductive,” Mastemo replied with utter certainty. “The page is written, the ink is dry. Whether or not you wish to prevent or support those visions is irrelevant. By showing them to you, the Light has already put the wheel of fate in motion.”

“I…” Simon frowned in genuine confusion. What was he talking about? The Oracle’s predictions had been proven wrong time and time again for a start. “I don’t understand.”

“The truth may be troubling without the necessary context, but do not worry, all will be clear in due time,” Mastemo reassured Simon before offering him his open, gloved palm. “Come with me to the Lighthouse. Join the Templar Order, learn to use your gifts in the service of the church, and I assure you the golden path that the Light planned for you shall reveal itself.”

Simon looked at the hand as if he were still considering it, then took it. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll… consider it.”

He half-expected Mastemo’s hand to burn him in spite of Anathemic Secrecy. He was the Cleric after all, the leader of the Church of Light. His kind should be nearly as hostile to the Overlord spirit as the Mana Sword or the Paladin. 

Quite the contrary, the hand felt… welcoming. Pleasant. 

Familiar. 

  

    
        Chapter 90: The Church of the Stars (2)

    
    
    
    
  Meeting with Belzemine and Eole had almost become a routine.

In Belzemine’s case, Simon first revealed his identity as Overlord to her in private and then replaced her brands with his own, alongside orders to play along with Malphas and wait in Frightwall until she received one of Simon’s telepathic orders. The fact the brands simply became invisible rather than disappear would ensure they remained in contact and that he could talk her out of a mental breakdown.

The goal of the operation was otherwise simple: ensure the Oracle’s attempt to destroy Frightwall failed while ensuring the capture or elimination of all conspirators before they could become a problem. Shabram was already taking measures to cripple the infiltrators and ensure they wouldn’t cause him trouble this reign.

The real surprise came from Eole.

“May I come with you?” she asked him, once he had said his piece.

“To the Lighthouse?” That was unexpected. He had told her his usual pitch of being a prophet, freeing her and convincing her to avoid Telluria, but her behavior had shifted slightly when he told her the Church of the Light’s High Confessor had invited him to join his Templars. “Why?”

“To meet this High Confessor,” Eole replied with firm determination. “If I am free, I have the right to speak my mind to him.”

“And he will have the right to smite you down where you stand.” The High Confessor lacked the Overlord’s power, but crossing him would be most unwise. “Why would you even want to talk with him? The Church of the Light may often criticize excessive mistreatment of slaves, but there’s no greater opponent of shifter rights in the empire.”

“Which is exactly why I want to speak with their leader, if I can,” Eole insisted. “I will inform him of our plights if he is unaware of it, or reason with him if he knows of them.”

“He is more likely to just ignore you,” Simon argued.

“Then I will curse him for his cruelty and accept that my words were wasted,” Eole replied. “I cannot know what will happen until I try.”

Simon pondered what to do. Eole seemed dead-set on this, and he could simply word it as a request to Mastemo. If he considered it beneath him to speak with a shifter, then Simon would have an excuse to deny Eole and send her back home without a fuss; and if Mastemo was willing to listen, then he might prove more open-minded than expected…

Either way, Simon could ensure that Eole ‘disappeared’ should Mastemo take offense to her words. He wouldn’t mind keeping her in his retinue a little longer, especially since he didn’t plan on confronting either the White Unicorn or the Cobweb if he could avoid it.

“Alright,” Simon agreed. “I will introduce you as my slave, so you will have some legal protection, but you are better off going back to your people’s sanctuary for your own safety once the meeting is concluded. Be polite as well. This will be a once in a lifetime opportunity if he does agree to an audience.”

“I understand.” Eole bowed slightly. “I do not wish to bring trouble to you, Lord Simon. I merely hope that this High Confessor has a heart.”

That remains to be seen, Simon thought as he heard a knock on his bedroom door. Lauriane walked in with a deep frown on her face.

She hardly spared a glance at Eole, who–having never seen Lauriane before–didn’t recognize her anyway. “Can we talk in private, Simon?”

That’s new, Simon thought before addressing Eole in Elvish. “Can you leave us for a moment?”

Eole nodded and left the room, with Lauriane’s gaze trailing behind her. She hurriedly locked the door behind the kish and then cast a few anti-divination spells to secure the area. Simon could immediately guess the reason behind her paranoia.

“You were right,” Lauriane said, her body tenser than an arrow string. “Louis confessed to the crime when I questioned him about the Mana Sword. He said he had found evidence that our father had murdered our mother Eleanor to marry Euphemia all those years ago.”

And stuffed her corpse into a wall on top of that, Simon thought grimly, though he kept that for himself. Lauriane had enough on her plate as it was. “I’m… sorry.”

“I’m not sure what to believe. I can’t fathom that Father could do something like that, or that Louis...” She shook her head, torn between disbelief and what she knew to be true. “Either way, I’ll have to investigate this further. Are you sure you saw the Overlord Class pass onto someone else?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Simon replied, a frown on his face. “Why ask me that? You heard the will.”

“That’s the thing.” Lauriane crossed her arms. “Louis told me that killing Father didn’t give him any levels.”

That took Simon by surprise. “He didn’t level-up from killing the sitting Overlord?”

Lauriane nodded sharply. “That’s why he kept his mouth shut, besides the fact that he didn’t inherit the Overlord Class. He was convinced Father was playing a trick on us all.”

Simon guessed that being a high-level Warrior meant that even killing the sitting Overlord wouldn’t have been enough, but the more he thought about it, the more far-fetched that possibility sounded. Balzam Magnos had at least been stronger than his son, so his murder should have bumped him up a level or two.

“Louis suspects that Father may still be alive somehow and is playing with us, though I can’t see why he would inflame tensions like this.” Lauriane stroked her chin. “Then again, the Overlord Class is unique. I once heard Euphemia say that Father already showcased high-level powers the moment he slew Gargauth.”

“It could have something to do with the Mana Sword,” Simon suggested. It could prevent the user from gaining experience as part of its purpose to disrupt the Overlord inheritance cycle.

“It could be. Either way, it’s a giant mess.” She looked at him with concern. “Do you intend to go with Mastemo?”

“I think so,” Simon confirmed. “I need to understand my gifts.”

“I advise against it. I fear Mastemo will try to use you against us. At least the Academy is something of a neutral zone. Once you join the Church, they will never let you go.” Lauriane squinted at him. “Why the sudden change of plans? You wanted nothing to do with the Church or imperial politics before our father’s death.”

Simon hesitated, fearing revealing too much might cause a knockdown effect, but not alleviating his sister’s fears might result in the same outcome. “I’ve… had more dreams. Concerning ones.”

That worried her. “What kind of dreams?”

“Disasters,” Simon admitted. “I saw a dark star in the sky bringing ruin to us all, while our nation tears itself apart. They’re as vivid as the nightmare I had about Louis murdering Father.”

“I see…” Lauriane’s jaw tightened. “You think the Lighthouse will provide answers.”

“I hope so,” Simon confirmed. “I’m sorry, Lauriane, but I have to go there. I need to know.”

His choice didn’t please her, but she relented. “This is a teleportation gem linked to one of my safehouses,” she said upon offering him a small crystal. “If you ever feel that your life is in danger, shatter it and you’ll return to my care. Do not trust anything Mastemo tells you.”

“Is he that dangerous?” Simon asked, not being very familiar with the High Confessor beyond his support of Euphemia.

“He is a zealot with an agenda; of course he is dangerous,” Lauriane countered. “He used to lead the Church of the Light in revolt against Gargauth with the express purpose of overthrowing the previous Overlord.”

“I know that,” Simon replied. He had studied his history. “But he wasn’t so zealous he couldn’t hash out an agreement with our father.”

“Because having the Overlord in his pocket helped him spread the Church of the Light’s influence across the continent, but make no mistake, Mastemo would turn this country into a theocracy in a heartbeat if he had the chance.” Lauriane scowled. “I know for a fact he has been hoarding relics and artifacts from destroyed faiths whenever Father wasn’t paying attention, and the Light alone knows what he does in his Lighthouse. Even my spies couldn’t infiltrate that institution. You don’t run such a tight ship when you have nothing to hide.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Doubly so since Simon could feel something was subtly wrong with the man, although he couldn’t explain why. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”



To Simon’s immense surprise, Mastemo actually agreed to hear out Eole on their way to the Lighthouse. He also sounded rather pleased to hear that he would bring his newfound retainers, Leonard and Meredith, with him to Valendre. He was apparently familiar with the latter.

Simon left a miasma crystal in Shabram’s mansion like in the previous reign before leaving, and asked her to keep an eye on Gourmand. The jester’s behavior hadn’t changed in the slightest for now, but it didn’t hurt to check if the time anomaly had somehow affected him in the long term.

Either way, Mastemo invited them to board his airship, the Radiance, to travel to the Valendre region. Besides being paved with the pearly marble and gold the Church of the Light loved, the architects went as far as to replace the portholes with enchanted, stained glass windows to turn the ship into a flying temple. The salon also held more books than seats, including church texts, litanies, and other biographies. It seemed Mastemo was quite the voracious scholar.

“Welcome aboard, Your Highness,” Mastemo said upon greeting them, two white-clad Templars escorting him. The High Confessor had ordered food and tea for his visitors, though he hadn’t removed his mask to partake in it either. “I am very pleased to see you again, Meredith.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Your Excellency,” Meredith replied with a deep bow, which Leonard imitated. “Praise the Light for letting our paths cross once again.”

“You two know each other?” Simon asked curiously.

“Meredith once served Knight-Commander Beatrice as a squire,” Mastemo explained. “Unfortunately for the Church, she decided against pronouncing her Templar vows when she was granted a baron title for her extraordinary services in Telluria.”

“I meant no offense to you or the Church, Your Excellency,” Meredith apologized. “I simply sought to provide my brothers and family with a better future.”

“And I wish you success on that front.” Mastemo turned his mask towards Eole and studied her for a moment. “What an elegant creature. So it is true what they say, to gaze upon the kish is to receive a glimpse of paradise.”

“Greetings, Lord Mastemo,” Eole said in Elvish, her hands joined, her back straight, her expression cold. “Thank you for agreeing to listen to me.”

“I can sense your loathing from here, child,” Mastemo replied in impeccable Elvish. “You despise what I represent, do you not?”

Eole didn’t deny it. “I came to the land of Telluria to meet with my fellow shifters, only to find them in chains,” she said with an accusatory tone. “Your Church of the Light says it stands for peace and harmony, yet what glory can be found in enslaving others?”

“We do not condone slavery, except against the faithless,” Mastemo replied calmly. “Whereas imperial civil and private institutions may believe in the natural inferiority of beastmen–”

“Shifters,” Eole amended, which drew a worried glance from Simon. Her earnest idealism and boldness blinded her to the danger of provoking a very powerful man.

“–the Church of the Light judges people on faith alone, not their origins,” Mastemo continued as if he hadn’t heard the correction. “We have allowed converts of your kind into our priesthood and armed branch, after all.”

“Then why are my people treated so poorly?”

“The beastmen are a tribe born of the Dark, like the goblinoids,” Mastemo replied with utter certainty, although Simon didn’t sense any contempt; he was merely stating what he believed to be a fact. “We argue against assimilating them further into the imperial power structure until we have fully converted their populations to the true faith, lest we bring chaos into our households. They will enjoy the same rights as our citizens once they have culturally reformed.”

Eole frowned, her anger breaking through her composure. “You hate dryads and eidolons so much that you would use my people’s faith in them to enslave them?”

“We do not despise dryads and eidolons, for they too are of the Light,” Mastemo replied. “We oppose them being worshipped. The same way demons, however powerful and princely they might appear, are simply emanations of a greater force, dryads and eidolons are but messengers of the Light. Worshipping the trees blinds men to the forest, and thus higher spiritual truths.”

“You cannot deny the Mana Goddess’ existence,” Eole countered. “This is absurd. All life in this world derives from her.”

“The Mana Mother, child,” Mastemo corrected her. “A mother to us all she is, and for that we must always be grateful. But our goddess? Never.” He shook his head. “It was her and the elves’ vanity that led to the Doom.”

Rather than the black comet in the sky? Simon kept his mouth shut for now. He knew for a fact that the coming of Abraxas had caused the previous disaster, so Mastemo was either misinformed or outright hiding the truth behind propaganda. I have to give it to him, so far he sounds very calm. I would have expected more witch pyre threats from a priest confronted with a heretic.

“Forgive me, Your Excellency,” Simon interrupted the conversation in an attempt to take some heat off Eole. “But I was told shifters evolved from humans who used primeval magic to adapt to their environment. Why would you say that they come from the Dark?”

“Because they do,” Mastemo replied calmly. “The sorcery that created the first beastmen derived from demons, as the kish will confirm.”

Eole blinked. “What do you mean?”

That seemed to confuse Mastemo. “You do not know?”

“Know what?” Eole asked, growing more and more agitated.

“The sin your kind committed against all beastmen tribes,” Mastemo elaborated. “The great crime of the kish people.”

“If you speak about the Kish Empire enslaving our fellow shifters, then I am aware of it,” Eole replied gruffly. “It was my desire to atone for my ancestors’ crimes that brought me to Telluria.”

“Your people’s responsibility to other beastmen goes far beyond mere racial slavery.” Mastemo steepled his fingers under his chin. “Have you never found it strange that the kish can magically compel other beastmen to obey their orders? Do you think this is something that just happens naturally?”

Eole shifted in place, suddenly uncomfortable. “I… I do not understand what you are implying.”

“Are you suggesting that their power is no quirk of nature?” Simon inquired.

“I am suggesting nothing, this is a fact,” Mastemo replied. “Once upon a time, the human tribe that would become the kish people formed a pact with a powerful archdemon of the Dark. That vile creature used her foul sorcery to grant the kish their wings and enchanted voices, then warped enemy clans into the first beastmen to create a slave caste.”

An archdemon? A Zodiac Fiend? Simon’s eyes widened as he put two and two together. The Twin-Tailed Fish in the kish capital. 

“That’s a lie!” Eole immediately countered, her face red with fury. “My people would never do such a thing! Our elders say the kish were merely a single tribe of shifters among many others!”

“You dare raise your tone at His Excellency, beast?!” one of Mastemo’s guards snarled. His hand reached for his sword, but the High Confessor stopped him with a wave of his hand.

“Your elders are either mistaken or hoarding their knowledge,” Mastemo said calmly. “I can prove the truth of my words in Valendre… if you are brave enough to face it.”

Eole bit her lip, hesitation crossing her gaze. “Is this a trap?”

Mastemo let out a rare chuckle of amusement. “A flick of my wrist would end you forever if I wanted you dead or in chains, child. All I offer is the truth that was denied to you. What you do with it will be your choice alone.”

Eole scowled, but failed to provide an answer. Simon could tell she was torn between outright denying the High Confessor’s words and a small, nagging doubt.

“Think on this during the flight,” Mastemo said as he dismissed her and everyone else. “Would you kindly leave me with Simon? I have much to discuss with His Highness.”

Simon’s retainers returned to their rooms, with Eole clearly deep in thought. The Templars closed the door behind them.

“My apologies for Eole’s behavior, Your Excellency,” Simon said once they were alone, in case the High Confessor had taken offense. “Courtesy is a new concept for her, but she means well.”

“No one should apologize for arguing on the behalf of others, Simon,” Mastemo reassured him. “If anything, I find her boldness and honesty refreshing. I can tell that this girl’s heart is in the right place. She is simply misinformed and deceived.”

Either he’s far more open-minded than I thought, or he’s planning something. Simon decided to play dumb for now and hoped the High Confessor’s interest in Eole was simply educational. “This archdemon you mentioned though… Are they still at large?”

“Unfortunately, I cannot share that information with you until you take your Templar vows.” Mastemo invited him to sit and have a cup of tea. “Now that we are alone, I would like you to tell me about your dreams. Omit no details.”

Simon thus proceeded to deceive the High Confessor for an hour with half-truths and outright lies.

He told him how he had dreamed of Louis slaying his father in his bed with a magical sword, that he foresaw the Overlord spirit finding a new host, that he dreamed of a great dark comet in the sky unleashing monsters and cataclysms across the world, and of waking up alone in an empty Castle Frightwall floating in an empty dark void. Mastemo listened carefully, only speaking up on occasion to ask for more details, yet never dismissing anything Simon said.

“So Louis slew His Majesty, yet the Class found another host…” Mastemo pondered this information. He sounded more surprised by the failed Overlord Class transfer than by the fact that Louis had murdered his own father. “Peculiar, but not all that surprising.”

“You think my father’s testament had something to do with it?” Simon asked, trying to learn how much the High Confessor actually knew.

“Perhaps. The issue is that we only have two examples of Overlord succession in history to work off as references. We assumed the Class went to whoever had killed the last one, when in truth it might simply select the most appropriate wielder.” Mastemo clasped his hands. “Either way, the Lighthouse is beyond Louis’ reach, and Her Grace Euphemia will deal with him in time. Your other visions concern me more. I would wager the void you saw was almost certainly the Abyss, but Visionary visions can often be highly symbolic rather than literal, so it could simply be a message that the Overlord’s rule will soon come to an end.”

I’m afraid that vision was very much real and literal, Simon thought. “What about this dark comet? Did others dream of it?”

Mastemo nodded slowly. “This is not public knowledge, but Empress Euphemia once foresaw a second Doom very similar to what you dreamed about.”

Simon never knew that. “She did?”

“She foresaw that dragons would incinerate the earth under the glow of a great dark star,” Mastemo explained. “Although she couldn’t see Gargauth due to his immunity to divination, she correctly interpreted her visions as the Light’s urging her to depose the former Overlord.”

Dragons incinerating the earth? Simon did recall wyrms battling demons that time he awoke in Valne to see the Zodiac Parade underway. Did Gargauth intend to use Abraxas for his own uses? Did he leave instructions to Vouivre to pick up where he left off? Euphemia could simply have misunderstood her vision too…

“But she failed,” Simon pointed out. “If I’m having dreams of dragons and demons destroying the world during a second Doom, then slaying Gargauth didn’t prevent that future from coming to pass.”

“By design, certainly.”

“I don’t understand,” Simon admitted. “Visionary visions come from the Light, no? Why would the Light send misleading information to its seers?”

Mastemo glanced out a stained glass porthole. “There was once a king from a near-forgotten land who visited a Visionary for advice. The Visionary received a vision that the king would be slain by his firstborn son. The king, seized by fear, ordered one of his most trusted guards to slay the child. When faced with the deed, the man found he couldn’t stomach the order and instead fled the castle with the child, whom he raised in the neighboring nation.”

Simon could see how that parable ended. “The child grew up to kill his biological father anyway, am I right?”

“Yes. He became a general who led his adoptive nation’s army when his father’s kingdom invaded it, and slew him in battle without knowing of their relationship.”

“So the lesson is that the future cannot be changed?” Simon didn’t like that line of thinking in the slightest.

“Not quite,” Mastemo corrected him. “The lesson of this story is that by informing the man of the prophecy, the Visionary ensured it would come to pass. The mere act of showing a vision in itself serves as a way for the Light to nudge fate in a certain course. Lady Euphemia served her purpose in removing Gargauth, but the Light sees further than its servants.”

Simon loathed that kind of fatalistic thinking. “If you’re right, then no one has a choice and nobody is responsible for their own actions.”

“We do have a choice, in how we act and react, and we will be judged on that in our next life… but the outcome itself has already been decided.”

That didn’t sit well with Simon. The Light didn’t plan for his mother’s murder or her ending up trapped in Frightwall rather than him becoming the Paladin; Balzam Magnos did.

Even fate bends to the Overlord’s will, old man, Simon thought. Just you watch. 

  

    
        Chapter 91: The Church of the Stars (3)

    
    
    
    
  Mastemo spent the rest of the flight testing Simon’s elemental affinities, like Belzemine before him.

“This is quite odd,” the High Confessor noted after Simon completed the exercises. “I can see the Light is strong with you, but your affinity for the element itself is abysmal.”

A quirk of using Anathemic Secrecy to hide Simon’s immensely powerful dark aura behind a veil of false light, no doubt. “Is that unusual?”

“It is. I suppose spending years of your life in Frightwall atrophied your natural talent, or that your family’s dealings with the Dark suppressed your Visionary gifts as they did with Prince Thalas.” Mastemo dismissed the issue with a wave of his hand. “No matter. The Light refracts in many colors, and your other strong affinities should prove sufficient. Many prayer spells align with other elements.”

“I know Inquisitor and Priest Classes can use spells unique to them,” Simon said. “Is that what you are referring to, Your Excellency?”

Mastemo nodded slightly. “Mages usually classify magic in sixteen branches depending on the medium used to cast the spell: Thaumaturgy, Necromancy, Psychism, Diabolism, Chronomancy, Astromancy, Arithmancy, Conjuration, Rituals, Runes, Performances, Geomancy, Shamanism, Witchcraft, Divination… and Prayer. In many ways, prayers are the opposite of diabolism. Whereas the latter focuses on harnessing the power of demons and the Abyss, prayers derive their power from eidolons, dryads, and other entities of the Worldsoul.”

“The Worldsoul?” Simon recalled the name from Lauriane’s lesson on Vassal Crestone creation in a previous reign. “That’s the name of the manatree network.”

Mastemo let out a brief sound of amusement. “The Worldtree is far more than a mere amalgamation of dryad roots. It is a plane of existence aligned with the Light, not unlike how the Abyss is an extension of the Dark, shaped by the souls and memories of all life on this world. This is where the eidolons are born.”

“So eidolons are the same as demons, they just come from a different plane?”

“Yes indeed,” Mastemo confirmed. “The same way the ancient elves drew from archetypes born in the Worldsoul’s depths to create the Noble Crestones, the faith of men can often create false gods. That is the nature of eidolons. By believing in them, we mortals give them shape and a small portion of our mana, which sustains them the same way demons feed on miasma. Our more primitive ancestors established a symbiotic relationship with these creatures in the past, offering worship in exchange for protection… until Crestones made them obsolete.”

Interesting. That echoed Asterion’s claim that the Zodiac Fiends were born of people’s fears, given shape and substance by Abraxas. They were the eidolons of the Dark.

“But that relationship goes both ways,” Mastemo said. “Eidolons can lend back some of the mana they accumulated in the form of spells to their worshipers. That is the nature of prayers: by reaching out to an emissary of the Light, we invite them to act on our behalf.”

“Then what’s the difference between priests and summoners?”

“The difference is that prayer is exactly that, a prayer,” Mastemo clarified. “The creature you call upon is under no obligation to listen or lend you its power, whereas summoners more directly bargain with and compel them to act a certain way. Everyone can learn to cast prayer spells, but only Visionaries may summon eidolons to do their bidding.”

Simon began to grasp the concept. Prayers were not unlike his own brands, where he granted cultists a portion of his power in return for their service, whereas summoners could outright bind their ‘gods’ the same way he had enslaved the Stone Muse with the Seasonal Key ritual. He wondered if he could bind eidolons with such spells…

“So if I pray to the Light, it will grant me spells?” Simon asked.

“Yes… and no,” Mastemo replied, “The Light is a unifying force with countless faces, like the Dark. It works its miracles on a higher layer of existence than us mortals, so we must rely on intermediaries to receive its blessings. We instead pray to megaliths as a proxy to the divine.”

Megaliths… Simon recalled that those were enormous chunks of manaliths charged with potent elemental energies, and catered to by virgin vestals. Vassal Crestones used to be carved from megalith chunks until the empire refined its more effective mining processes under Balzam Magnos.

Mastemo detailed to him the basics of prayer spells. Their main draw was that they didn’t require mana to cast, since the eidolon, dryad, or megalith provided it. In theory, everyone could cast them.

In practice, getting the entity to listen and act on one’s behalf required them to sense the caster’s faith, since empowering the equivalent of a tiered spell was an investment on the ‘deity’s’ part. This usually involved building a long relationship of trust through normal prayers meant to praise the entity and receive its attention, bribing them with sacrifices or small offerings, regularly showing up to their temples, and so on. Cleric, Paladin, and Summoner Vassal Classes streamlined the process by strengthening the person’s connection to their chosen deities through levels.

All in all, Simon was less than enthusiastic about that particular spellcasting branch. The benefits of casting unique spells without spending mana didn’t even begin to compensate for their unreliability. The idea of relying on another entity’s judgment on whether or not he could even use his magic didn’t sit well with him. It required a degree of trust he found difficult to achieve with anybody, let alone a dryad or eidolon.

But well, knowledge was knowledge.

“You will begin your training by practicing simple prayer spells affiliated with your elemental affinities, since this will ease the process,” Mastemo said upon glancing through his stained glass porthole. “We have arrived.”

Simon glanced through the porthole to witness the tallest man-made structure he had ever seen.

Said to be one of the great wonders of the world, the Lighthouse of Valendre was an ancient and primeval structure that had existed long before the Doom. Built atop a massive waterfall where the continent’s greatest river fell into the northern sea, the massive stepped tower rivaled manatrees when it came to size and grandeur, its white marble and gilded walls shining brightly in the sunlight. Terraced hanging gardens and farmfields built all over the structure’s many balconies grew food for its inhabitants, alongside artificial ponds housing fish and water reservoirs.

The Church of the Light had done more than merely restore the tower when they stumbled upon it centuries ago; they had built fortifications around it and raised it higher to the sky, so that it could pierce through the clouds and scratch the very heavens. The glow of a massive megalith crystal came out of its second-highest floor and provided a guiding beacon to ships docking at the ports below the waterfall; the highest floor, meanwhile, housed the most accurate observatory in the entire world.

Simon had heard that the higher one rose in the church’s hierarchy, the higher the tower levels they could access. If so, their hierarchy must have had countless strata. Ascending to the summit from the base would be as tiring as climbing Valne’s Mount Colt.

The Radiance docked at a special pier built at the top of the waterfall, where a large group of priests and armored templars led by their leader, Beatrice the Godsblade, waited. Simon had glimpsed her once or twice in Frightwall when she escorted Mastemo on official business. A tall, muscled, and middle-aged woman with a stern face matching her bulky white armor, she had long platinum-blonde hair tied in a braid and an icy blue left eye. The right side of her face was covered by a black eyepatch since she lost it in her youth. Rumors said she had refused healers’ proposals to regrow it to constantly remind herself of the price of failing the High Confessor, but no one knew the truth of it.

“Your Excellency,” she said, planting her claymore into the ground as she and her soldiers knelt before their leader. “Thank the Light for your return. I pray you had a good stay in Frightwall.”

“I wouldn’t call it good, Beatrice, but it was certainly eventful.” Mastemo turned to present Simon’s group. “Let me introduce you to Lord Simon Magnos, our new recruit for the Templar Order, and his retainers. One of them should be familiar to you.”

“Greetings to you all,” Beatrice replied politely, frowning at Eole and sparing particular attention for her one-time squire. “It is good to see you again, Meredith.”

“The pleasure is shared, Lady Beatrice,” Meredith replied with the kind of respect she usually reserved for the Overlord. “Returning here is like visiting my second home.”

“It would have been your only one if you had chosen otherwise,” Beatrice replied with a hint of reproach, her stern gaze turning to Simon next. “I am told His Majesty Balzam Magnos wants you to join the Templar Order.”

“He does,” Simon confirmed. His father’s death was still a closely kept secret at this point in time. “Although I must say this is all new to me.”

“Take your time to familiarize yourself with life at the Lighthouse,” Mastemo said. “Beatrice will show you around and explain a Templar’s duties to you. Treat him as you would your personal squire, my friend.”

“Your Excellency’s will is law,” Beatrice replied.

“I must confer with the Confessor Conclave with haste to discuss new developments in the capital,” Mastemo informed Simon’s group. “My attendants will see to your accommodations.” He then switched to Elvish. “We shall continue our conversation after I have settled more urgent matters, Lady Eole. Make yourself at home in the meantime.”

“Your Excellency, if I may,” Simon said. “I’m told the Lighthouse’s library is the greatest on the continent. I would like to investigate my dreams there, if that can be arranged.”

“You will have access to non-restricted areas as an honorary squire, but some wings are restricted to Templars, Priests, and Confessors,” Mastemo warned him. “I cannot make an exception, even for House Magnos.”

Disappointing, but not unexpected. Mastemo hadn’t budged when asked by Balzam Magnos, so why would he make an exception for Simon? “Thank you for your trust, Your Excellency.”

Mastemo excused himself, and Beatrice invited Simon’s group inside the Lighthouse. What he found inside was a hive of activity, of vibrant halls of painted checkerboard patterns of gold and marble tiles, of painted cathedral domes representing great scenes of the Church’s history. Hundreds of priests, soldiers of the faith, and other faithful workers traveled along stone ramps on their way to their duties. Simon wondered how many of them secretly answered to Shabram’s Imperial Intelligence.

“The Lighthouse is seven hundred floors tall, all of them linked by stairs, magical doors, and enchanted elevators that open to individuals based on their mana signature,” Beatrice explained during their tour. “You will be allowed access to the first three hundred as an aspiring squire, Lord Simon, but your retainers will be limited to the visitor areas on the first hundred.”

Simon nodded obediently, but began to struggle with a general sense of unease. Something he had never quite experienced before. On one side, the Overlord inside him felt threatened, exposed, observed by sacred power; and on the other, he felt welcomed, called by something below.

Trapped between Light and Dark.

There’s something strange about this place, Simon thought. Wait… didn’t Father’s demonbarrow map put one in Valendre? Could a Zodiac Fiend have been buried under this place’s foundations? 

His unease grew as they ascended, and the strange source of darkness calling out to him dimmed in power while the holy power from above pressed on his shoulders. Simon was convinced that the Lighthouse had to at least house a dungeon or the equivalent somewhere in its depths.

Lady Beatrice guided the group to a comfortable set of rooms that would serve as their quarters. Accommodations were simple: individual beds in separate rooms around a central, carpeted room with its own balcony.

“These will be your quarters until you officially join our ranks, Lord Simon,” Lady Beatrice said, “I assume you are at least familiar with the Templar Order?”

“In passing,” Simon replied.

Although he had never been too interested in theology, Simon had taken time to catch up on the history of the faith prior to his departure. From what he read, the current Church of the Light was the result of a schism that followed the Reformation, when Mastemo and most of the Confessors agreed to recognize Balzam as Overlord and emperor of Endymion in return for making their faith the state religion. The ancient organization, which had grown in prominence since the days of the prophet Pharis, split in two with slightly different doctrines.

To justify the Overlord’s existence after spending centuries denouncing it as evil incarnate, the Church of the Light adopted the doctrine of luminous supremacy: the Light was superior to the Dark, and tolerated the latter’s existence as a way to test the faithful. The Overlord was thus an unwitting servant of the Light existing to punish the people’s sins, no more unnatural than death.

Meanwhile, those who condemned the new direction fled west to become the Holy Orthodoxy, which espoused the doctrine of dualism: that the Light and the Dark were opposing forces trying to improve or befoul the universe respectively, and that people’s choice would determine which of them triumphed. This movement was strongly affiliated with the White Unicorn and continued to decry the Overlord as an abomination.

Meanwhile, the Templar Order had originally been founded by a Paladin—the irony—to serve the Church’s Confessors, protect their believers, and drive out evil in all of its forms. The current incarnation was organized into three major ranks, with squires being at the bottom, Templars being the knights who had made their vows, and the elite Godsblades who led the organization on the High Confessor’s behalf.

“As a squire, your duties will be to assist me in any way I ask,” Beatrice explained. “You will not be allowed to call upon your retainers to assist you with your work or else you will never learn proper discipline, though you may continue training with them during your free time.”

“I understand,” Simon replied, having expected as much.

“To officially join the Templars, you will need two things: my patronage and success on the Templar trial. To pass it, you will have to succeed in a rigorous martial trial and a written exam, learn to cast a Tier I Prayer spell without the use of a Class, and then recite binding knighthood vows to the megalith. If the crystal accepts you, then you will receive your Templar Crestone and join our order in full.”

Simon bit his tongue. The martial test and written exam shouldn’t be an issue, considering his hidden Class and training, but his miasma-only restriction on spellcasting might hamper the Prayer spell part. Not to mention that he had no idea how a megalith of the Light would react to a secret Overlord making empty vows in its name.

“How long does the training take?” Simon asked.

“It usually takes an initiate three years before they are considered ready to pass the Templar trial,” she replied, smiling faintly upon noticing his scowl. “His Excellency seems to believe you will beat the odds, so it is up to you to prove that his trust in you is not misplaced. Meredith was ready to pass it in two.”

“Only because of your strict tutelage,” Meredith said, the two women sharing a knowing smile.

“What will my vows include?” Simon asked.

“You will swear to abandon most of your worldly possessions and family name to entirely dedicate yourself to the Light, to serve the Confessors, and to protect the faithful and the Church,” Beatrice answered. “You will be allowed to marry and father children, though this practice is rare and discouraged due to your other commitments. Fraternization between the ranks is also forbidden. The Church will also ensure you will be taken care of in your old age or should you be crippled, but you will otherwise serve until death. Templar vows to the megalith are magically binding, so do not expect to betray them without a cost.”

In short, the Templar Order demanded absolute commitment from its members. Simon would have balked at them without the knowledge that the reigns would undo everything.

“You will meet me tomorrow at dawn at the training ground for your assessment,” Lady Beatrice said with a tone that brooked no opposition. “Meredith is familiar with our facilities and can guide you.”

She’s not all too happy with me being there, Simon thought. He could tell Beatrice was only putting up with his presence for now because the High Confessor had ordered it. I’ll have to earn her trust somehow, especially if I require her approbation for the trial. 

Lady Beatrice left them to settle in afterwards, with Meredith clearing her throat the moment she closed the door. “Do not take Lady Beatrice’s sternness for disrespect, Your Highness,” she said. “She is usually very selective when it comes to her squires. I am certain she will warm up to you once you prove yourself.”

“I hope I can impress her,” Simon replied with confidence. He turned to Eole, who was looking at the view outside. “Are you happy with our accommodations, Eole?”

“I enjoy the balcony,” she replied with a small smile. “A pity I cannot visit those higher than the hundredth floor. The view from the summit must be amazing.”

“Perhaps the High Confessor will allow us to visit one of the upper areas in the future, though I wouldn’t wander too far for now,” Simon replied. It didn’t hurt to ask either way. “I have something to do, but you and Leonard can make yourselves at home. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to hear your songs.”

“If you say so,” she replied, a little uneasy. She took to looking at the sky with some anxiety.

She fears for her people, Simon realized. That tower’s observatory was located high enough that its astrologers should have at least glimpsed the kish tribe’s floating island in the past. Their knowledge had meant little in a world without airships, but now that the sky was the limit of imperial conquest… It may be a blessing that the Church is too focused on the lower world to look up to the one above for now…

Leaving Eole and Leonard for now, Simon had Meredith guide him to a circular elevator meant to take him to the library on the three hundredth-floor. His retainer checked a panel covered in a list of plates indicating the floors that apparently served as a switch of some kind, and frowned when the first three-hundred glowed at her approach.

“It reacts to me,” Meredith said. “They haven’t removed my previous authorization.”

“So you can follow me upstairs?” Simon inquired. That could be useful one day…

“I shouldn’t,” Meredith replied. “The Library’s unrestricted section is on floor three-hundred. You do not need my presence.”

“I think this is fine if you escort me,” Simon replied. “If anything, I am sure the Church will be thankful that we identified a vulnerability.”

Meredith scowled, but relented. “As Your Highness wishes.”

She pressed a switch, and the elevator ascended upward for minutes on end. Meredith confirmed that manaliths fueled a highly complex mechanical system that moved elevator plates around the structure. They eventually reached an immense room of neatly organized bookshelf corridors divided into sections including ‘theology,’ ‘philosophy,’ ‘history,’ and so on. The head librarian read over notes behind a large desk. Simon mistook him for a young scholar with long black hair and dark eyes shining behind a pair of glasses, until he spied two leaf-curved ears.

An elf.

“Meredith,” the librarian said upon noticing them, his voice as flat as a plain. “I thought you had left the Church.”

“I have. I am merely escorting my new master,” Meredith replied politely. “Lord Simon, this is Izulon, our librarian and head scholar. Izulon, let me introduce you to Lord Simon Magnos.”

The elf quizzically raised an eyebrow. “Magnos?”

“I am but a bastard, and a squire-in-training,” Simon replied with a polite nod. “I admit this is my first time meeting a male elf.” Except Patriate.

“I am surprised Your Highness met another of my kind at all. We are few and far between in these lands nowadays.”

“Izulon has been part of the Church of the Light since its earliest days.” Meredith smiled faintly. “He couldn’t bear to part ways with the library.”

“Yes, most of my kindred fled to avoid persecution or to fight the Overlord, but I served the Confessors for so long that they agreed to let me continue my work undisturbed.” The elf skipped straight to business. “Are you looking for something specific?”

Not one for pleasantries, Simon thought. At least he wasn’t part of the elf conspiracy according to the intel he gathered. “I’m looking for books on particular arcane subjects.”

“Which ones?”

Simon grinned. “Foresight and chronomancy.”

Izulon blankly pointed at a massive maze of bookshelves on their left.

Well… this might take a while, Simon thought, albeit with undiminished enthusiasm. Good thing I'm a bookworm.

  

    
        Chapter 92: The Church of the Stars (4)

    
    
    
    
  



True to its worship of Visionaries, the Church of the Light had accumulated a treasure trove of documents on the subject of prophecies.

Translations of ancient prophecies, dream accounts, studies on all forms of divinations known to man, multiple philosophy treatises on fate and free will, biographies of long-dead seers… one could spend a lifetime inside these halls without reading everything. Visionaries had existed on this planet since before the invention of the written word, and the Church had methodically recorded everything there was to learn about them. Simon might as well have been in bookworm paradise. 

The chronomancy section was much less complete, yet no less furnished either. Meredith’s help had been precious in navigating the library. She found him a book called Chronomicon, Volume I, by the archmage Maximilien Nocte, which proved rather enlightening. 

The man was better known today as a mad sorcerer who had tried to harvest a whole manatree to fuel his time-travel spell and died in the attempt, but he used to be the world’s foremost authority on the subject during Gargauth’s time. One of the chapters detailing the interactions between divination and chronomancy was especially fascinating to Simon. 


If we regard the present state of the universe as the effect of its past and the cause of its future, then we must assume that an intellect capable of apprehending the position of all things of which nature is composed, and with the ability to process this massive sum of information, would be capable of calculating everything from the movements of the greatest celestial bodies to the tiniest mana particle. To such an unfathomably powerful intellect, the future would always appear certain, predictable, and immutable. 

If we assume that the Worldsoul is the sum of all souls and knowledge of all life on this world, then this would explain the existence of prophecies: since nothing is truly random in a universe defined by causality, the accumulated memories and information of the past compose an aggregate capable of predicting the future with complete accuracy. Visionaries, beings capable of interfacing with the Worldsoul, would receive glimpses of an already written future. 

In this hypothesis, foresight would be a trap: since Visionaries are granted their gifts by causality, it was foretold that they would glimpse the future in the first place. Whether a seer’s reaction would be to try fulfilling or denying the prophecies is irrelevant, since all their actions will serve to fulfill an immutable future. Looking at a vision of tomorrow ensures it comes to pass because this act was already accounted for.

This would also explain why all my attempts at creating chronomancy spells capable of returning to the past—even by as little as a second—have abysmally failed: since returning to the past and changing it would prevent the future that the caster originated from existing in the first place, thus induce an irreconcilable paradox, such these attempts are fundamentally doomed to fail. Altering the past cannot be done in a deterministic universe ruled by fate. The rules of magic, that ultimately derive from the Worldsoul, will not allow it.

And yet… and yet prophecies are seemingly not as reliable as they were in ancient times. How can one reconcile the infallibility of foresight with the Oracle’s failures at delivering the Overlord’s promised fall, or that villain’s uniquely impervious protection against divination? My studies of ancient prophets’ writing have revealed a steady increase in inaccuracies over the centuries. Is it because their failures were predetermined, or their skills insufficient to properly process the Worldsoul’s visions? Or something else entirely?



It started off so well… until Simon hit the bane of all scholars. A word cursed by seekers of knowledge across the empire, written at the center of a magical seal erasing every sentence written around it.


[CENSORED]



Simon had expected much censorship from an institution infamous for burning the books of rival cults alongside their worshipers, but he struggled to contain his frustration. A good tenth of the book was gone, replaced with a single word celebrating ignorance over truth. 

“Have you found the second volume?” Simon asked Meredith.

“I asked Izulon about it. They have two copies, but since they contain heretical hypotheses, the Confessors ordered them placed in the restricted archives.”

Of course. Simon had the sneaking suspicion he would find an uncensored version of the first volume there too. “Can we at least borrow books?” 

“A squire can borrow up to three books at once,” Meredith confirmed. “A spell woven in the pages will bring them back to the library should the librarian require them, if they suffer from damage, or if they are taken off the premises.”

“I see.” Simon wondered if that spell would trigger if he stocked the books in his Inventory. Trying it now would be foolish and useless, so he put that idea aside. “It’s getting late, so I’ll pick Chronomicon, Meditations on the nature of the Light, and Three Eyes, One Fate.”

“Very well, Your Highness.” Meredith couldn’t contain her curiosity. “If I may ask, what are you looking for exactly?”

The truth. “I’ve had extremely vivid dreams since childhood, a few of which have proved prophetic lately,” he half-lied. “Some of them included my father, although he is supposed to be immune to all forms of divination. I am trying to reconcile this paradox.”

“I see,” Meredith replied thoughtfully. “Visionaries infamously have prophetic dreams and visions, but there is no record of someone without a third eye having them.”

“I heard my father mention once that I might have grown a third eye like my half-sister Norbelle were it not for our demon blood, whatever that means.”

Meredith frowned. “I am not well-versed in such matters, but the High Confessor should have the answers you seek. I do know that demons and miasma interfere with divination though. Only the most powerful seers can observe and predict the actions of archfiends when they dare to manifest.”

Simon had learned as much in the Darkwood, where the everpresent cloud of miasma prevented Cassandra’s crystal balls from seeing far within. This didn’t reconcile the fact that he saw his father’s past reigns in his dream despite his Anathemic Secrecy Perk. If Simon’s dreams had been divinations, then Balzam Magnos should have been invisible to him just like he appeared to Cassandra. 

Thus, his dreams had to be something else entirely, like a rare form of chronomancy resulting from interactions between his latent Visionary gifts and Darkblood heritage. He hoped the books he borrowed would help him understand this paradox. 

“Are you feeling nostalgic coming back here, Meredith?” Simon inquired as they left the library with their new grimoires. 

“A bit,” she admitted. “I’ve been visiting the Lighthouse since I was six. I have many friends here.”

“Oh?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “Your family lives in the area?”

“Yes, I was born in a fishing town near the Lighthouse. We sold the priests our wares for years until I caught the eye of the Templars, who offered me a squireship.” She looked up at the elevator as if imagining the Lighthouse’s summit. “I thought I would spend my life here once.”

“Do you regret your choice?” Simon inquired with curiosity. 

“No,” she replied without hesitation. “I have two younger brothers to take care of now that our mother died and my father is going blind in his old age. I hope that my Baron title will allow me to wed into a higher noble family and offer them a better life.”

Simon had labeled Meredith as a mere social climber when he first met her, but he was pleasantly surprised to learn of her deeper motivations. He wondered if she and Leonard would grow closer like they did in a previous reign. 

“Me joining the Templars won’t help you much on that front,” Simon replied, “But I will see that your service is duly rewarded. I can try to pull a few strings with my sister Lauriane to recommend you to interested nobles.”

“Your Highness is too kind.” Meredith smiled at him. “I can help you with your Templar training, if you wish. I had passed the trials and was about to utter my vows when I left.”

Simon immediately seized the opportunity. “I think I have a head-start when it comes to the martial and written exams, but learning prayer spells is very new to me. Do you have any pointers on that front?”

“Yes, of course,” Meredith replied with enthusiasm. “The first step, Your Highness, is learning to know whom you are praying to…”



Simon spent most of the evening learning about prayers with Meredith and then flipping through the books before bed. He learned quite a great deal from both. 

Apparently, the very nature of the Light was an object of debate among religious scholars. Some postulated that it was the will of the Worldsoul made manifest, and others that it was a greater cosmic force that simply intervened on the physical plane through instruments like the Worldsoul, the same way the Dark’s influence extended far beyond the Abyss. Simon also recalled that Duchar held the view that neither of these forces was any more sentient than gravity was, but obviously mentioning that interpretation in a religious temple would not go well. 

Otherwise, there were apparently seven megaliths across the world which the Church of the Light used as idols to represent their deity and draw prayer spells from. All of them were aligned with different elements, namely fire, water, earth, wind, frost, lightning, and light; and although a handful were located on other continents outside of the Church’s control, the faithful still prayed to them. Learning which megalith to honor was key, since the closer one’s affinity and demands were to the crystal’s elemental alignment, the greater the odds that it would answer the prayer. 

Otherwise, the Chronomicon also included a few chronomancy spells, including the ever important Haste. Unfortunately, all of them required mana to use and were thus beyond Simon’s reach for now. Every passage that so much as mentioned miasma-aligned chronomancy was censored. 

Simon needed to pass the Templar exam as soon as possible. The forbidden archives’ books should hold all the answers he sought. 

True to her earlier warning, Lady Beatrice summoned him at dawn to a training room on floor seven to test his skill at arms. She invited him onto a stony stage surrounded by display racks lined with every melee weapon known to mortals and illuminated by great windows where he clashed steel with her. 

The sword, spear, and mace were the traditional Templar weapons, so Lady Beatrice thoroughly tested him in each of them without using her Class outfit. Although his Warmonger passive provided him with advanced proficiency in all weapons, Simon was careful to occasionally fight his Class’ instincts and make small missteps so as to hide his true abilities. His training sessions with Leonard across the reigns had taught him how to straddle the fine line between being a believably skilled prodigy and a secret Class user. 

“You have been well-trained, Lord Simon,” Lady Beatrice complimented him after a bout that left him sweating. “I am especially impressed by your aptitude for maces. You would be a match for trained Templars when not using their Class.”

“Thank you, your ladyship,” Simon replied. “I sought to train beyond what my instructors at Frightwall expected of me.”

“They did fail to correct some flaws in your fighting style and footwork,” Lady Beatrice chided him, her sword pointing at Simon’s legs. “Too much focus on heavy blows and defense over speed. Steady anchoring is good to keep your balance, but in your case it simply slows you down. You could have tried to overwhelm me with faster attacks had you been bolder.” 

Simon smiled like an embarrassed student while cursing himself. He had grown so used to his pitiful Agility stat and inhuman strength that he focused on a slow and inexorable fighting style. The sooner he obtained buff spells to cover that deficiency, like Haste, the better. He also had another idea inspired by Leonard’s trick of trading Vitality for greater speed, but he would need to craft an item for that. 

“I will introduce an aggressive training regimen to cover your deficiencies in preparation for your martial test,” Lady Beatrice said sternly, her face turning at the rising sun. “It is time for the morning prayers. You will have to partake in three services per day: one at dawn, one at midday, and one at sundown. This will both reinforce your faith in the Light and strengthen your connection to it.”

Simon nodded, having been forewarned by Meredith. “Which megalith must I pray to?”

“You will pray to all seven of them,” Beatrice corrected him. 

“All of them?” Simon frowned. “But I only have strong affinities in four of the seven megalith elements. The others won’t listen to my prayers.”

“It doesn’t matter. Practice makes perfect, and taking the easy way out is a recipe for laziness.” Lady Beatrice knelt in front of the window and raised her weapon to the sun. “Are you familiar with the Elemental Saber spell?” Simon nodded in response. “The prayer I will teach you works similarly, and is the equivalent of a Tier I spell. You will beseech the megaliths to bless your weapon with their element. Pick a sword off the rack and recite my psalms.”

Simon obeyed swiftly, grabbing a longsword and kneeling next to Beatrice. She recited common prayers to the Light, praising it for its gift of the sun and protection against the darkness, then recited the actual spells. 

“Waterstone of the ancients, gentle wave of the Light, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Water.”

Simon watched on as mana surged around Beatrice’s blade and infused it with magical energy. A swirling whirlpool of water materialized around the blade without its user having to do anything to manifest it. 

“Waterstone of the ancients, gentle wave of the Light, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Water,” he repeated, offering his blade to the sun. His words, however, went unanswered. So much for divine favor. 

Beatrice ignored him and continued with her psalms. “Froststone of the ancients, serene winter of the Light, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Frost.”

The water swirling around her blade swiftly turned to ice. Simon repeated her prayer, only to see it go unanswered once again. 

The process continued on, with Beatrice’s blade cycling through the elements while Simon’s steel remained untouched. He had known from the start that success on his first try would be difficult, considering his utter lack of true faith, but it was still disheartening. He received no feedback, no indication of what he was doing wrong, no sign of how to improve. Only silence. 

Simon wondered if he could cheat and mimic the effect with Elemental Saber, but the risk of discovery was too great. He would play along for now and see how this developed. 

Beatrice prayed to each of the megaliths, concluding with the most important one. “Lightstone of the ancients, holiest of graces, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Light.”

Simon watched as her sword began to glow with sunlight and imitated her. “Lightstone of the ancients, holiest of graces, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Light.”

His steel flashed bright with holy light. 

Simon was so surprised that he accidentally dropped his sword onto the floor, startling Beatrice. Whereas the Templar’s sword had the brightness of a star, staring at Simon’s blade was like gazing into the sun. Simon even had to cover his eyes a bit. 

What the… Simon hadn’t spent any energy in achieving this effect, and he couldn’t have done it himself either way. His disastrous Light affinity prevented him from channeling an Elemental Saber spell aligned to that element. 

He looked at Beatrice, whose mouth was agape in disbelief. Simon knew this wasn’t how things were supposed to go, because she grabbed his sword and quickly studied it in spite of the overwhelming radiance. 

“I swear I didn’t do anything,” Simon said. 

“This… this cannot…” The Templar’s eyes darted from the blade to Simon and back again. “Are you certain your Light affinity is weak?”

“Yes, His Excellency tested me himself,” Simon replied. What was going on here? Did his Anathemic Secrecy’s false light aura somehow deceive the megalith into granting him his prayer? “Is this normal to succeed on a first try?”

“No, it’s… unusual…” Beatrice squinted at him with rising suspicion and then pressed her palm against her chest. “Repeat this psalm after me: Holy Lightstone of the ancients, please Cleanse your faithful!”

Simon watched her gauntleted hand glow briefly, then imitated her. He could tell this was a trap or test of some kind, but he had little choice other than to go along with it. “Holy Lightstone of the ancients, please Cleanse your faithful!”

His hand glowed with a power that wasn’t his own; an otherworldly warmth that filled his body with a serene sense of belonging, and his mind with a notification. 


Disease, poison, and other toxins have been purged from your body. 



“What was that?” Simon inquired. “Another Tier I prayer?”

“No,” Beatrice replied, a deep scowl darkening her face. “It is a Tier II Prayer.”

Oh.

Oh, that didn’t sound good… 

“Do you have a Cleric or Paladin Vassal Class?” Beatrice asked him with an imperious tone. 

“No, no, I've never held a Crestone in my life,” Simon protested. Which was true, for this reign at least. Beatrice didn’t seem convinced and proceeded to outright search him for any Crestone. “I swear it!”

Beatrice completely ignored him and opened her palm. “Sacred Firestone of the ancients, bestow upon me your Sacred Flame!” Blue, smokeless fire danced within her fingers. “Repeat this prayer.”

Simon clenched his jaw and raised his palm. “Sacred Firestone of the ancients, bestow upon me your Sacred Flame!” 

And…

Nothing happened. 

Not even a whiff of fire materialized in Simon’s hand, and his prayer went unanswered. This puzzled Beatrice, which he took as a good sign. Being too good at something raised suspicions. 

“I don’t understand… You would be able to cast other megalith prayers if you had a priestly-type Passive Perk aligned with the Light. Unless…” Her eyes lit up with something different than suspicion: a glimmer of hope. She turned to the nearest wall and raised her open palm its way. “Repeat after me: May the Lightstone of the ancients smite thee, Starshot!” 

A small ball of solid starlight no bigger than a slingshot projectile erupted from her hand and struck the stone hard enough to leave a crack. Simon imitated her, feeling distant energies gather within his fingers… except his own Starshot was twice the size of Beatrice’s and blasted a small hole into the wall. 

What was going on here? 

“The Light Megalith bestowed upon you a Tier III prayer,” Beatrice muttered in a mix of awe and amazement. “The holy crystal dotes on you.”

“Is that a good sign?” Simon inquired, unsure how to take this news. 

“Of course it is!” Beatrice replied, her doubt now washed away by zeal and enthusiasm. “This is a divine sign!”

“What you must understand, Simon,” a familiar voice said, “Is that the Light Megalith is very special.”

Simon and Beatrice both glanced at the door to watch Mastemo step through the threshold with two guards in tow. 

“It is one of the oldest megaliths, if not the oldest ever bestowed upon us mortals by the Light,” the High Confessor said. Although Simon couldn’t see the man’s face, he could almost taste the delight in his voice. “It was it that showed the prophetess Pharis the truth of the Light and set her on her journey to teach the glory of our god.”

“And it is selective,” Beatrice added with genuine praise. “It does not grant extra mana like it does with you to just any worshiper.” 

“In fact, only three people on this continent constantly receive more than they ask for,” Mastemo said. “Empress Euphemia herself, your esteemed sister, Princess Norbelle, and myself.”

“But why? Why me?” Simon asked, utterly confused by this turn of events. “My Light affinity is abysmal!”

“A good affinity helps with contacting the megaliths, it is true, but it is not a requirement,” Mastemo reminded him. “A light shines all the greater in the darkness. Your time in Frightwall could not extinguish your inner sun, and the Light Megalith recognizes that.”

Was… was that what happened? Did his Anathemic Secrecy-powered false aura of holiness manage to trick the light megalith? Simon briefly wondered if Miasmic Archmage had something to do with it before dismissing the hypothesis. Even if a megalith could somehow cast miasma spells, he sensed none in the magic he accidentally summoned. 

Mastemo was probably at least partially correct. Since the megalith couldn’t pierce through the Overlord Class’ Anathemic Secrecy, it probably picked up on Simon’s latent Visionary gifts and granted his prayers… though that didn’t explain why the other megaliths didn’t answer him.  

Either way, this turn of events appeared to invoke more awe and enthusiasm from the Church of the Light than suspicion. 

“I sincerely apologize for doubting you, Your Highness,” Beatrice said, outright kneeling in front of him. “I should not have questioned the High Confessor’s words. I see now that your presence here was the will of the Light.”

“Don’t worry, it’s okay,” Simon replied with a thin smile. This was all so sudden and unexpected, but for once this turn of events would be to his advantage. “So… what next?”

His question amused the High Confessor. “Why,” he said, “You will pass your trial, of course.”
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  In the end, the three year long Templar training took only three days for Simon. 

Since the light megalith blessed him with the required prayer spells, Lady Beatrice focused his training on correcting the ‘flaws’ in his fighting style and assigning him intense study sessions to drill the canons of the Light into his skull. Simon didn’t find theology particularly thrilling, but it had the advantage of teaching him a few interesting tidbits like the megaliths’ various locations. 

The light-aligned one was currently in Lore’s care, ironically enough. Paladins traditionally received a blessing from it before going on doomed quests to defeat the Overlord. Simon wondered if that was the reason why the stone favored him. Perhaps it could sense he would have become a Paladin under different circumstances. 

Either way, Mastemo saw no point in delaying what he felt was an inevitability, and neither did Simon. He returned to his quarters with the knowledge he would pass the trial tomorrow, only to find Eole playing a song to his retainers next to an ever growing pile of food, coins, and small trinkets near the balcony.  

“Simon.” Eole greeted him with a smile. “How did your day go?”

“Very well.” Simon glanced at the pile of loot next to her. “That’s quite the treasure trove you have there.”

“Locals keep giving me gifts,” Eole admitted. “I do not understand why.”

Simon could wager a guess. “It is said that the prophetess Pharis received a vision of a white-winged messenger of the Light that ordered her to bring the word of the divine across all corners of the world.”

Eole frowned. “She met a kish?”

“I don’t think so, but people who likely don’t know better probably mistake you for a divine messenger.”

“I can understand why,” Meredith mused. “Lady Eole is gracious and gifted with a wonderful voice.”

“Do the kish worship the Light, Lady Eole?” Leonard asked in Elvish. 

“No, of course not,” Eole replied as if that was a foolish idea. The Church’s support of shifter slavery had made the religion unpalatable to her so far. “We worship the Mana Goddess, eidolons, and our local dryad to a lesser degree. I’ve never heard of the Light until I arrived in Telluria.”

Leonard smiled. “I would avoid mentioning that to the High Confessor if I were you, or your people will end up swamped with missionaries.”

“I’ve heard Uyo has many of those,” Simon noted.

“Not that much. While the Church regularly sends missionaries to Uyo, its influence is relatively…” Leonard chuckled to himself. “Light.”

“That was terrible, Leonard,” Meredith chided him, albeit with some amusement. 

“My apologies, milady. I couldn’t think of anything better.” Leonard crossed his arms. “Are you ready for your trial, Your Highness?”

“As I ever will be, I suppose,” Simon replied, his gaze settling on Eole. “Lord Mastemo informed me that he will answer all your queries after my Templar trial. The Confessor Conclave takes all of his time for now.”

“That is… good,” Eole said, albeit with some anxiety. Her doubts about Mastemo’s words had continued to nag at her. 

“It is rare for a Confessor Conclave to last more than a day outside of a High Confessor’s election,” Meredith noted. “I wonder what Their Eminences are discussing.”

How to best profit from Balzam Magnos’ death, I would wager, Simon thought. He knew from past reigns that the Church would eventually throw its full support behind Euphemia and rouse all their faithful against the War Party once the empire began to tear itself apart. 

“Either way, Your Highness, I would like to have one last round of practice with you before bed,” Meredith said. “Your martial trial will involve fighting a demon from the Abyss and defeating it in single combat with your weapons and prayer alone. It will be a difficult challenge.”

Especially without a Class outfit, Simon thought. His passives would still apply and give him an edge, but he would miss out on his active ones and a large stat increase. “Do you know what kind of demon I can expect?”

“A lesser one, though the Confessors often use captured undead as a substitute,” Meredith explained. “Most initiates fight a gargoyle or an incubus. I fought the former to pass my own trial.”  

Simon recalled that incubi were male demons with a humanoid appearance, except with horns, a tail, and batlike wings. They were usually more eager to partake in violence than their subtler succubi female counterparts, and preferred to take by force what they couldn’t take with sweet words. Simon had yet to encounter one, though he had slain or enslaved his fair share of gargoyles.   

“However,” Meredith said with a hint of concern, “the Templar Trial is supposed to be challenging to their candidate. Most squires face minor demons because they can only cast Tier I prayers.”

Simon scowled upon seeing the issue. “You think they might throw a stronger foe at me because I have been favored by the light megalith?”

“I can’t say,” Meredith said. “This depends on the will of the Confessors.”

“I don’t think it will come to that,” Leonard commented sharply. “The High Confessor clearly wants His Highness to join the Templars, and adding a member of House Magnos to the organization would be a tremendous boon. He would not make your recruitment more difficult than it has to be.”

“Possibly,” Meredith conceded. “But I do not think the High Confessor would risk discrediting the trial for political gain. It is a sacred institution to the Light.”

“Can we witness this ordeal?” Eole inquired. 

Meredith shook her head. “Only the Confessors and trained Templars are allowed to witness it.”

“Either way, it's set for tomorrow,” Simon said. “Let us proceed with a spar before I go to bed.”



His trial began at dawn the next morning.

Simon was brought to a hall with six other potential initiates—three men and women in their late teens to early twenties. They were then ordered to sit at individual desks and fill out a written exam that the priests called the Trial of Knowledge. Most of the test’s questions focused on religious matters, such as the acts of the prophetess Pharis, the megaliths, the history of the Church and its tenets, but it also included more difficult questions like calculating the range of a crossbow, how to identify signs of demonic or dryad cult activities, which weapons to use to defeat the undead, and so on. The Templars wanted their recruits to find practical uses for their knowledge. 

Either way, Simon aced the exam without too much of an issue, as did the other initiates. They were brought before a group of ten priests of the Light—representing the ten first followers of the prophetess Pharis—and then asked to show their faith by casting a tier I prayer spell in front of them. Two of the candidates failed to do so because the megaliths refused to grant them power, which the overseers took as proof that while the Light shone on them in the past, it did not deem them ready to become Templars yet. 

Simon felt a small knot tie in his stomach when he was called to perform, but thankfully the light megalith deigned to illuminate his blade to his observers’ delight. This completed the Test of Faith. 

Finally, the Templar trainers of what remained of their group, including Beatrice, arrived to bring their trainees to an elevator that went the one direction Simon didn’t expect it to: down. 

Besides its fantastical size, it appeared the Lighthouse also had a basement. Simon could sense the Dark grow stronger with each floor they passed. Shadows darkened as the elevator creaked past sealed vaults bound by silver chains and magical wards. 

“You must feel it too, Your Highness,” Beatrice said. “These depths are where the Church has sealed away many dangerous creatures for the faithful’s safety. Patrolling it will be part of your duties once you join us.” 

A jail for monsters, Simon thought. This would be a recipe for disaster when the black comet arrived to break their seals. He hoped the Church’s wards and defenses were solid enough to prevent a mass breakout, or else a terrible disaster would plague the Valendre region. “How deep does this place go? Where’s the bottom?”

“You will know when you become a Templar.” The elevator stopped on what appeared to be the third level and opened up to an antechamber lit by torches and housing a vast collection of weapons, armor, and other equipment. A set of tall stone doors faced them on the other end. “Each Templar and squire will be called one after the other to face their last trial. The fight is to the death. If you wish to back down, now is your last chance.”

Simon scoffed. “Did you expect me to run now?”

“No, but many change their minds once they see fewer friends leaving through the door than they came in from,” Beatrice replied. “Either way, you will go last.”

The first squire and his Templar teacher were called inside. Each candidate was free to pick any weapon or gear they wanted, so that one walked in with a sword, shield, and plate armor. The doors closed behind him, only to open when the next duo was summoned.  

“How do we know if a fellow squire passed the test?” Simon asked.

“They come out back this way,” Beatrice replied grimly. 

Which bode ill for the initiate that walked in… “Is it normal for squires to die at this test?”

“Between a quarter to half of the initiates do not survive the Trial of Strength, depending on the Light’s whims,” Beatrice confirmed, which slightly shocked Simon. That was a rather harsh percentage of casualties. “We prefer to be rigorous before we grant them a Crestone, to ensure new Templars do not rely on it. We do not have a limitless amount of them.”

Simon guessed it made sense to only entrust the best of the best with Classes, yet still, Lady Beatrice didn’t sound all that bothered by it all. She probably saw this as a harsh but necessary measure to weed out those unfit to serve the Confessors. 

Simon waited for his turn while paying close attention to what equipment each candidate picked. The next squire, a young man a head taller than Simon and built like an ox, picked a war axe and a suit of heavy armor. He would walk out of the chamber alive ten minutes later to the acclaim of his fellow knight aspirants, with his steel drenched in blood. 

The first of the girls didn’t have that chance and failed to emerge from the chamber. The last squire before Simon, a blonde teenage girl no older than eighteen, picked a whip and a rapier for weapons of all things. 

However, unlike all the others, she cast a Blessing of Light prayer before walking into the chamber. 

“Is that allowed?” Simon inquired, since none of the other squires had done so. 

“It isn’t forbidden,” Beatrice replied with a pleased smile. “Strength isn’t the only quality we look for in a Templar. Wits and caution have their place too.”

Whatever the case, the female squire’s choice paid off, because she walked out alive and with only light cuts to show for it. Not having to cast a buff during the battle itself had paid dividends. 

“Lady Beatrice, and her squire Simon Magnos,” a voice called out from within the chamber when Simon’s turn came. 

Obviously, he chose plate armor with a morningstar and a shield for his trial. It wasn’t as comfortable as his Overlord outfit, but so much more natural than a sword and mail. 

“Lightstone of the ancients, holiest of graces, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Light,” he chanted, his morningstar’s head glowing like the celestial body that gave it its name. He then followed with another buffing prayer he had learned under Beatrice’s training. “Lightstone of the ancients, grant me Lightspeed!”

Holy power filled him, and though it felt antithetical to Simon’s inner nature, it didn’t feel as painful as holding the Paladin Class Crestone; only vaguely discomforting, like taking an ice cold shower. 

And it was worth it. 


Haste status applied. 



The world slowed down and blurred as Simon walked past the doors into a small circular arena whose every inch was covered in magical symbols. A cadre of templars stood watch over a ring of runes at the center marking the limits of the battleground. Bloodstains and the remains of someone’s entrails stained the stone floor. 

Seven priests, Mastemo among them, observed from a balcony above seated on gilded thrones. Each of them bore golden masks marking them as members of the Confessors, the highest authority among the Church of the Light. 

“Step into the cycle, initiate, or forever stay back,” the High Confessor announced without much fanfare. “For your Test of Strength awaits.”

Unwilling to waste time, Simon stepped into the ring of runes. It glowed the second he entered and manifested a barrier of light that cut him off from the outside world. Smoke arose into the circle, and a towering gargoyle similar to those he had employed in the Darkwood materialized in front of him, roaring and hissing with murderous red eyes. 

“Now,” said Mastemo, “Begi–”

Simon charged across the ring and tore the gargoyle’s head off its shoulders with his morningstar. 

He hadn’t meant to do that. His goal was to charge and injure the gargoyle without necessarily inflicting a lethal wound, in order to better sell the fight, but he was unused to fighting under the haste status without the Overlord outfit’s stat changes. His timing was off and his aim true. 

His light-empowered mace shattered the gargoyle’s horns, then caved in its skull onto the stone floor with such strength that it shattered into a burst of bones, blood, and miasma. The body collapsed soon after without rising up. 

A shocked silence and small gasps followed this display of strength, followed by the ring of light disappearing with the gargoyle’s sudden death. Simon looked around, half expecting another attack, but the only things surrounding him were awe and pleased men of the faith. 

Was… was that all? Was it already over? 

“He slew the fiend in a single blow?” one of the Confessors asked. 

“Without hesitation either,” another commented. 

“He cast a Tier III prayer from the light megalith too…” a third commented, clasping his hands. “Is he truly a squire?”

“Have you fought demons in the past?” Lady Beatrice inquired with a slight frown. 

“No, no, I… I didn’t expect to win like this,” Simon replied in unease, his morningstar shining like the sun. I thought it would be stronger.

But then again… it was a creature weak enough to be slain by someone without a Class in single combat, and Simon had subjective years of battle experience under his belt by now on top of his hidden passive Perks. It couldn’t have gone any other way without better choreography.  

Simon gulped, fearing he had been exposed, but claps from Mastemo quickly silenced the other Confessors. 

“What an incredible display of strength and skill, Simon,” the High Confessor complimented him. “Faith has been your shield and the Light your weapon. For a second, I thought the new Paladin stood with us.”

If only he knew… Nonetheless, Simon smiled when the other Confessors recovered from their shock and clapped in unison. They likely were happier to see a new, miraculous, prodigy Templar than eager to question his gifts. 

“Now, let us vote on whether this young child of providence deserves to join the ranks of the army of the Light.” Mastemo raised his hand, with all other Confessors imitating the gesture, though one or two took a bit longer to go along with the flow. “The motion is unanimous. Simon Magnos has been deemed worthy to join the Templar Order, and shall receive his Crestone after offering his vows to the Light.”

“It will be an honor to serve, Your Excellency,” Simon replied with a knee in the gargoyle’s blood.  

“It most surely will.” Mastemo nodded to himself and then rose from his seat. “Beatrice, Simon, come with me. There is something I want to show our new recruit.”

Simon remained quiet and followed after Mastemo and the Godsblade as they followed a path near the balcony and walked into another elevator. Instead of going up as he expected, the High Confessor waved his hand at the switch panel and caused it to go down… and down…

And down. 

Simon tensed up as the aura of darkness coming from the depths grew stronger, and its opposing light above dimmed. He heard muffled screams and beast roars past the stone walls, alongside inhuman wails.

Were they approaching a demonbarrow buried under the Lighthouse’s foundation?

“You can feel it too, don’t you?” Mastemo inquired. “The Dark.”

Lady Beatrice coughed. “Your Excellency… is this not forbidden? He hasn’t sworn the oath yet.”

“He needs to see it,” Mastemo replied, his head turning to Simon. “What I am about to show you is a secret usually reserved for Templars who have uttered their oath. You will have to swear not to reveal it, even should you decide against joining us.”

Simon scowled. Was that his real test of faith? “Why tell me then, Your Excellency?”

“Because I want you to understand the duty that will weigh on you once you utter your vows,” Mastemo explained. “Do you know when the Templar Order was created?”

That was an easy answer, which Simon had already answered in his exam. “During the flight east after Overlord Mardok murdered the prophetess Pharis.”

“That is half-correct,” Mastemo replied, to Simon’s surprise. “The modern order was created then, but another organization used to keep watch over the Lighthouse; an ancient group of guardians which raised this tower’s foundations and kept watch over its depths. The Templar Order modeled its vows after them, and though we have expanded its duties over time, its core mission remains the same.”

“I don’t recall any books mentioning an older order,” Simon noted, growing more and more confused. 

“This information was suppressed for everyone’s safety,” Lady Beatrice replied. “This organization called itself the Order of the Gate.”

“Eight hundred years ago, the wickedness of mortals invited evil into this world in the form of demons,” Mastemo said. “You must understand that these creatures are anathema to life. Although they use our fears and sins to give themselves shape to trick or torment us, they do not need our faith and mana to exist the way eidolons do. Our souls are a delicacy to them, and our universe a playground, but the Abyss’ pestilence would remain should all life on this planet disappear. Demons are invaders.”

By the time the elevator stopped at the very bottom of the complex, the aura of Dark had grown almost as thick as the heart of the Darkwood. Chains holding the doorway sealed shifted like uncoiling snakes to let them step past the threshold into a great underground cathedral wreathed in shadows and hardly kept lit by ghostlight torches. 

“And this,” Mastemo said upon stepping into a massive chamber, “Is the door they used to first crawl their way into our world.”

Simon held his breath when he saw it.

Past the great pillars holding the ceiling in place stood a colossal, fifty-foot tall gate of ebony manatree wood and adamantine. The massive doorway was sealed shut by a lock so large it must have taken giants to forge, and on which four symbols were engraved in a circular fashion: an azure dragon, a vermilion bird, a black tortoise, and a white tiger. Wisps of miasma floated around it, like water trying and failing to slip past a dam. 

“This gate…” he muttered, quickly putting two and two together. “Does it lead to–”

“To the Abyss, yes,” Mastemo confirmed. “The foundations of what would become our Lighthouse were raised centuries before the Doom to bury this abomination beneath the earth.”

This… this is it, Simon realized. This was one of the gates his father’s notes ordered the Overlord to seize. 

Simon didn’t see any sealed miasma crystal of the Zodiac, but he could tell that this place used to be a dungeon. A place similar to the Darkwood. 

So where was the crystal? Had it been destroyed or sealed on another level? Or… did it find a host? 

The High Confessor pointed his staff at the lock. “The four cardinal guardians stand proud above the myriad eidolons. Azulbolla is one, as is the Phoenix. They once came here and pooled out their powers under the great eidolon Basileus to raise this gate and seal away the Abyss. The doors have been sealed shut for many centuries, but evil does not die; it slumbers.”

“Your charge as a Templar, should you accept it, will involve keeping watch over this gate until the day it opens,” Lady Beatrice explained. “The Confessors pray to the Light each day that this gate will not open in our lifetime, for it would surely unleash destruction upon us all, but we must remain ever vigilant.”

A gnawing doubt wormed its way into Simon’s mind. “Is there another such gate?”

“Not that we know of,” Mastemo replied, his hand gripping his staff. “Why the question?”

Because his father’s commandment demanded him to seize the gates. Plural. 

There were more than one. 
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It was decided that Simon would swear his Templar oath and receive the associated Crestone at the end of the month. Ironically, that would be the same day as when the Goddess’ Judgment was planned to strike Frightwall. 

“The trap is set, Your Majesty,” Shabram informed him through telepathy. “We will crush the entire spy ring in one fell swoop.”

“Firewand will take care of Malphas and capture his daughter,” Simon replied mentally. “I want everything settled by the first day of Pluviose.”

“Yes, I have already contacted Miss Kano to potentially replace Lord Patriate. Both parties will no doubt try to push for one of their own loyalists, but I expect them to settle on a neutral individual like her should they fail to reach an agreement.”

“Good.” The discovery of a secret elven spy ring embedded in the imperial power structure should hopefully help delay the civil war. Every day the two parties spent looking inwards was one they wouldn’t waste on a pointless conflict. “Once we have crippled the Oracle’s organization, your next priorities will be to purge us of the Cobweb… and help me investigate Church-related matters.”

That slightly surprised Shabram. “Has something changed?”

“I have received some troubling information, and I am not sure what to make of it for now. I will keep you informed.”

The truth was that Simon was starting to alter his plans for this reign. His priority remained to learn more about time-travel, Visionaries, and how they were connected. However, the discovery of the abyssal portal in the Lighthouse’s basement and the absence of a miasma crystal in what should have been a demonbarrow’s heart had made him consider investigating other leads. 

The way the High Confessor felt familiar to his Overlord Class also bothered Simon. He didn’t think Mastemo was a Zodiac Fiend host—someone would have no doubt noticed in an organization full of diviners and Templars, not to mention that he lacked the same oppressive aura of darkness as the Minotaur and the Twin-Tailed Fish—but he couldn’t exclude anything at this point in time. Balzam’s own notes marked Mastemo as a potential suspect for some of his unknown assassinations. He was dangerous, at the very least. 

Finding what happened to the local miasma crystal had become a secondary priority. Simon hadn’t heard of a mass breakout of demons at the Lighthouse back when he was casting the Seasonal Key ritual, so he was confident that the Church’s wards at least resisted the black comet’s arrival. He would be sure to monitor the gate closely this reign.

Either way, Mastemo had agreed to fulfill his promise to Eole and invited her and Simon to a museum on floor sixty-four. He greeted them there, in a large gallery full of curios and objects on display behind tasteful vitrines, from Confessor marble busts to shifter statues and porcelain dishes.  

“Welcome, Eole,” Mastemo said warmly, two Templar guards following along. “I hope you found our stay among us enjoyable.”

“It was fine,” Eole replied, albeit a bit defensively. Simon could tell she didn’t entirely trust the High Confessor. “What is this place?”

“This is one of the floors where the Church displays gifts and cultural artifacts it has gathered across the centuries. I dare say the only collection that matches our own is that of the Overlord himself.” Mastemo invited them to walk after him. “This wing contains objects from Telluria.”

Eole scowled. “Were they confiscated from my people?”

“Some were,” Mastemo replied honestly. If he took offense at Eole’s behavior, he didn’t show it. “Others, particularly those that matter to the kish, were recovered from archeological digs during the conquest of Telluria.”

He led them towards an exposition hall holding ancient items, such as pieces of a stone pillar, shattered ceramic, and defaced statues centuries old. The greatest and most important piece was an enormous tablet nine-feet wide and tall, which Simon suspected to have once belonged to some temple wall. It showed carvings of winged people bowing to one of their own and a woman with twin-finned tails. Eole scowled upon seeing the inscriptions, all written in the kish language.

“This…” Eole squinted in fascination at the tablet. “Where did you find this?”

“In the ruins of a long-buried kish outpost, south of Telluria,” Mastemo explained. “I had commissioned archeological digs based on rumors of the great sin of the kish people in the aftermath of His Majesty’s conquest of Telluria, but this was the first evidence we could find.”

Eole paled as she read the tablet, and Simon only had to read to understand why.


—and so the king lay with the demon queen, giving her his soul in return for her love. His scaled bride she became, and three gifts she bestowed upon the kish clan for her dowry: wings, so that they may look down upon all creatures of the earth; a long life, so they would not know the ravages of time; and a voice that could bind all the beasts of the world to their will. Then the king had her curse all the clans that once opposed them, forcing upon them fur and claws. 

“Beasts they were,” said the demon queen. “Beasts they shall remain.”

And the kish people rejoiced, resolving to raise a capital upon the site of their rulers’ union, built on the back and toil of slaves. For thirteen years the king and queen ruled, casting the land into terror and shadows, but though the demon granted her husband wings and a crown, she could not change human appetites. He took a liking to a slave girl and bestowed his seed upon her womb, for which his wife punished him by trapping him in eternal ice, so that his weeping may echo into eternity. She would have turned on the kish people in her fury, had the princes and princesses not joined their songs together to lull her to sleep. The demon’s gift was turned her against her, and her sleeping corpse entombed—



The text stopped there due to the damage time did to the tablet, but pictures illustrated the events depicted well enough: the kish gathering to sing the demon queen to sleep beneath their old palace, not knowing what disaster would befall their land once she awakened.

Mastemo was right, the Twin-Tailed Fish of the Zodiac Fiends had been involved in the creation of the shifters.

She tried to turn me into some sort of dragon before Unyielding Essence cancelled the effect, Simon recalled. That demon can forcefully polymorph others… and control them.

This had to be the reason why Vouivre sought to secure that particular Zodiac Fiend. She could use it to enslave the shifters into an army, then turn captured humans into more of them. No wonder she thrived in any reign where she could get her hands on Eole.

“This cannot be…” Eole said, her voice weaker, her hand covering her mouth. “This… I cannot believe it.”

“I understand the truth may seem harsh to you, child, but unfortunately, I have more proof,” Mastemo said. “Come with me.”

The High Confessor led them to an elevator and then to a floor holding one of the Lighthouse’s hospices. The chamber they walked into was filled with rows of white-sheeted beds lining the walls. Not even the wind flowing through the open windows could fully wash away the stench of alchemical brews and sickness pervading the area. Nuns catered to the needs of dozens of sick people, most of them humans, by feeding them alchemical brews or casting healing spells on them.

There was a small anomaly among the sick: a small shifter child no older than five, with lion ears, a tail, and a growing mane. The elf librarian Izulon mixed fluid-filled beakers and other substances on a worktable.  

“Your Excellency,” Izulon said with a bow. “A new batch of the Joining Elixir is ready.”

“Good.” Mastemo turned to the shifter child and put a hand on his head. “Are you ready for your big day, my boy?”

“Yes, Your Excellency,” the child replied meekly, a smile forming on his lips once he spotted Eole while light filled up his eyes. “Is this the angel?”

“Lady Eole is a guest, who will witness your courage today,” Mastemo replied before switching to Elvish for Eole’s sake. “Lyon’s parents entrusted him to the Church’s care soon after he was born. He has served faithfully since, and volunteered to participate in the development of a cure.”

Eole bit her lip. “A cure for what?”

“Beastmanhood.” Mastemo switched to the common tongue as Izulon brought the boy a small bottle of a scarlet elixir Simon did not recognize. “You must drink to the very last drop, Lyon. Only then will you truly join us.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.” Lyon gathered his breath and then brought the potion to his lips, dutifully drinking it all. 

“Painlessness,” Mastemo cast on the boy, no doubt to spare him whatever side effects the medicine might cause. 

The potion’s purpose became clear the moment the boy finished it.

Simon and Eole watched on in amazement as the child’s body underwent a quick and radical transformation. His claws receded into nails; his tail vanished; and his feline ears grew rounded. By the end, the young shifter had become indistinguishable from any human child.

“How are you feeling, my boy?” Mastemo asked Lyon.

“I do not hear you well, Your Excellency,” the child replied with a slight frown. “The smells… they are all gone…”

“Do not worry, Lyon. Whatever gifts your curse endowed you with pale before the burden you have finally shed today.”

“A curse?” Simon quickly put two and two together, his gaze settling on the empty bottle. “This elixir exorcizes the shifter curse?”

“Indeed,” Mastemo replied as he switched back to Elvish for Eole’s sake. “As you can see, we are making headway into undoing the great sin of the kish.”

“You… can turn shifters into humans?” Eole repeated, her skin pale, her voice shaken by what she had seen.

“Only children for now,” Mastemo conceded. “Their bodies can still shed the curse and recover from it. Our tests on adults have instead resulted in… worrying side effects.”

“Side effects?” A chill traveled down Simon’s spine as the truth dawned upon him. “Like uncontrollable rage?”

“Something like that, yes.” Mastemo studied Simon for a moment before reassuring Eole. “But I assure you we are making progress.”

Enough to turn it into a devastating plague, Simon guessed. Once the Church Party started losing ground in the north, this miraculous elixir would be turned into a devastating bioweapon. Was that always their plan? To exterminate shifters with it? Or the result of a botched attempt at turning them all human at once?

Moreover, this whole scenario was far too… fortuitous. What were the odds that one of Mastemo’s most devout shifter children was due to be ‘cured’ on the day of Eole’s visit? It all felt orchestrated for some grander purpose.  

Eole’s shock swiftly turned to disgust and anger. “You plan to wipe my people’s culture off the map!”

“What culture?” Mastemo looked down on Eole, her face reflecting on his mirror mask. “A curse that transformed their ancestors into demonic slaves? A beastly countenance that allows your clan to take away their free will on a whim?”

“No, that’s…” his words took the wind out of Eole’s sail. “I…”

“Your Excellency,” Simon spoke up, choosing his words wisely so that he could help his friend without alienating the High Confessor. “Eole is not responsible for whatever her ancestors did.”

“No, of course not… but if she feels a duty towards her people, then surely she must see the righteousness of our mission,” Mastemo argued with honeyed words. “It is the will of the Light that all tribes be united as one. Once beastmen and humans become one people, then surely the evils of slavery and discrimination will die out.”

Simon expected Eole to correct him by calling her kin ‘shifters,’ but her scowl deepened instead, a forlorn look of doubt and remorse obscuring her face. Simon struggled to keep silent at the obvious attempt at manipulation.

“The beastmen’s curse started with the kish, Eole,” Mastemo said, extending a hand towards her. “With your assistance, we could refine our elixir and remove the side effects. We could find the resting place of that demon and undo the cur–”

Simon couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. “Your Excellency, with all due respect, I have had visions of Eole,” he said, earning himself the High Confessor’s full attention. “If she returns to Telluria, she will fall into the hands of the warlord known as Vouivre, who will then use her to unleash a calamity upon us all.”

Mastemo’s head turned to look at him. “Have you dreamed of it?”

“Yes.”

“Then you must understand these visions will come to pass whether you try to stop or not, for it is the will of the Light.”

“Still, I would rather avoid this outcome if possible, Your Excellency,” Simon insisted. “Even should it happen, then I will know I have done all I could to prevent a tragedy.”

“A most noble desire, if naive,” Mastemo replied with a shrug. “Either way, Eole, I promised the truth and delivered it. Whatever you choose next will be your decision alone.”

Eole failed to answer him. It hurt Simon to see her like this, so full of doubt and unease rather than confidence. The possibility that her people had indeed created the very shifters she sought to help for the purpose of enslaving them shook her to her core, as was the possibility that her entire culture was little more than a curse that could be lifted through magic.

“Eole–” he said, but she wouldn’t let him finish. 

“I need to think, Simon,” Eole replied, arms crossed. “I… need to think.”

Although no one could see anything past the High Confessor’s mask, Simon could have sworn he seemed… pleased.

Eole was too shaken to see the strings, but Simon saw them clearly. The High Confessor had quickly identified her weaknesses, then engineered this scenario to strike at them. 

He needs her, Simon realized, his jaw clenching in annoyance. He was planning to guilt trip Eole from the start. He wields the truth as a weapon.

That alone would have further fueled Simon’s distrust of the High Confessor, but another detail bothered him. The Church had apparently been sponsoring archeological digs to learn more about the Kish Empire. Simon couldn’t fathom why they would take interest in a nation that had collapsed long before they arrived… unless they had been interested in finding the source of the shifter tribe and its demonic origins. 

Simon, the Cobweb, and Vouivre weren’t the only parties looking for the Zodiac Fiends. 



Eole didn’t say much in the days that preceded Simon’s Templar swearing in ceremony. She would spend her time sitting out on the balcony, playing music to the moon and sun while looking forlorn at the sky. Did she hope to see her people’s sanctuary flying over the clouds? Or to receive an answer to her own doubts? Either way, she politely ignored Meredith and Leonard’s attempts at reaching out as well, and Simon convinced them the best thing they could do for now was to give her some space. She had much to process. 

The fateful day finally arrived, with Simon being summoned at dawn to the second most elevated floor in the entire Lighthouse. The ceremony was supposed to be restricted only to Templars and Confessors, but Mastemo agreed to allow Simon’s retainers to witness it. 

The Malphases should confront Belzemine in the evening, he thought as he and his party ascended floor after floor on the elevator. He had come dressed in the white, sun-bearing plate armor of the Templar Order. This should buy me a few more months of peace in the forbidden archives.

“How does such a tall tower not collapse on itself?” Leonard wondered as they continued their ascent. “I feel the very air thinning in my mouth.”

“Powerful spells linked to the water megalith hold the Lighthouse in place,” Meredith explained. “So long as it remains intact, so will the tower. Its energies are what power this very elevator.”

Would Abraxas’ arrival disrupt that equilibrium? Simon wondered if the megalith would be enough to suppress the vast abyssal energies sure to awaken with the black comet. 

“After today, I will renounce all my possessions and family name,” Simon warned Leonard and Meredith. “The two of you will no longer be my retainers. What will you do then?”

“I have discussed it at length with Leonard,” Meredith said. “We will keep serving you for now.”

“I will have to send you away,” Simon countered. 

Leonard smiled back at him. “Your Highness’ wishes are his own, but our orders to serve you came from His Majesty Balzam Magnos himself. We will need to continue with our mission until our orders change.”

Simon smiled in amusement at the irony of it all. “The High Confessor might take offense at that.”

“Would he?” Leonard gave him a knowing look. “On the contrary, I suspect he would not protest too much. He clearly has plans for Your Highness, and he would rather see you with friends than not.”

He’s not wrong, Simon thought. Mastemo had given him a lot of leeway so far, likely to help him feel valued and welcomed into the Church. Will that change once I pronounce my vows?

Either way, the elevator slowly stopped and opened up into the most splendid room Simon had ever seen. 

A vast, gilded temple rising to a looming length opened up before them. Golden pillars supported a gemstone-encrusted ceiling mimicking the constellations above their heads, while the lack of walls caused the wind from cloudless skies to blow inside the sanctum; one could see the sea on one side and the Valendre plains on the other. Great bonfires in bronze bowls lined along great marble footsteps kept the air warm, leading the way to an enormous altar holding the biggest manalith Simon had ever seen. Blue as a sapphire and dizzying in size, the water megalith shone brightly like a star illuminating the world. The raw mana it exuded was visible to the naked eye in the air, the same way the Darkwood’s miasma formed an intoxicating cloud over the land. Water flowed out from its base into a fountain at the base of the altar and into reservoirs that helped fueled the lighthouse’s elevators through hydraulic power.

“Such a beautiful shine…” Eole muttered in awe. The mere shine of the megalith’s natural beauty partially lifted her spirit. 

As for Simon, he felt sick just being there. The Overlord Class demanded that he either leave or befoul this crystal, to cast this land into darkness rather than light. This was a moment of truth. 

Nonetheless, Simon hid his unease and forced himself to smile as trumpeters heralded his arrival. His retainers walked away to the side to watch from afar while he stepped forward, climbing the stairs. The Confessors, Lady Beatrice, and Mastemo himself welcomed him at the top. 

Having memorized the procedure by heart, Simon knelt in front of the High Confessor. “On this altar you offer yourself to the Light, highest of graces, holiest of powers,” Mastemo said, his staff thumping the ground. “What do you offer?”

“I swear my sword to the Light,” Simon said, hands joined in prayer. “I offer my service until the fading embers of my days to the holiest of graces, and to the most noble order of the Confessors. I shall protect the faithful and drive away the Dark in the prophetess’ name. I give away my name, lands, and possessions, for I shall own nothing other than what the Light has given me. I pledge my life, my strength, and my honor to the eternal Light.” 

“Then let the megaliths be witness to your resolve,” Mastemo said upon inviting him to rise up again. “Offer thy soul and service to the waterstone, so that your past sins may be washed away.”

Here’s the moment of truth, Simon thought as he pressed his hand against the megalith. He held his breath as the crystal rippled with warmth at his contact. The mana in the air rippled, and he sensed an otherworldly spiritual presence weighing on him, touching his soul. 

“I swear,” Simon said. 

The megalith briefly brightened in waves of radiance, like a pond’s surface undulating when disturbed. The presence in the air grew heavier, binding him the same way the White Unicorn’s contract had tried to. The flashes of light accelerated, the crystal letting out a noise that sounded like half a cry and half a song. 

It can tell something is not right, Simon thought. He couldn’t be sure whether the megalith sensed the fact that his Treacherous Title would let him violate the oath without issue, or that he hid darkness beneath false light. Come on, nothing to see here. Look at my false stats and see what your followers do. 

In the end, not even the purest light could pierce the Overlord’s shroud of darkness. The megalith calmed down, having failed to see past Anathemic Secrecy. 

“The Light has accepted your vow, and welcomed you into its service!” Mastemo declared with zeal and pride. Lady Beatrice stepped forward, her hands holding a familiar Crestone. “Now don its gift, and be reborn as a son of the Templar Order!”

Simon had put on the Templar Class outfit once before, but when he seized the Crestone and activated it, he could feel his true self lurking beneath the surface. The Overlord within him took dark joy in watching the acclaims of the priests and templars. All of them had sworn to challenge the Dark, and yet they now celebrated its champion infiltrating their halls. A thrill of experience coursed through Simon’s body, followed by a familiar notification. 


Level 49 Overlord Perk: Devour Crestone IV (Active): You may consume a Crestone to absorb a Perk you have unlocked with its associated Class. The Devour Crestone IV Perk then permanently turns into the newly absorbed Perk.



That left him with two spots to fill. 

“Now that you are one with the Light,” Mastemo said behind him, his voice calm and yet eager, “Our true work can begin.”

And as he said those words, a wayward thought crossed Simon’s mind. 

How would it feel to devour the Cleric Crestone?









  

    
        Chapter 95: The Church of the Stars (7)

    
    
    
    
  The very first thing Simon asked for after the ceremony was to request access to the forbidden archives, which was granted to him.

“Our restricted library is available only to Templars, Confessors, sworn priests, and our head librarian,” Mastemo explained on their way down the elevator. “You are free to examine the books there as you wish in your free time, though you are not allowed to take any book outside the premises for security purposes. Whatever information you seek is either there, or does not exist.”

Quite the bold claim, but Simon was wise enough not to question it. “Thank you, Your Eminence. I hope this will let me understand my visions better.”

“Your thirst for knowledge is both a virtue and a flaw, Simon,” Mastemo warned him. “Believe me when I say our world is built on lies. Nothing is more precious than the truth… and you will find no heavier burden.”

“It is one I will gladly bear.” Simon took a deep breath, feigning unease. “The Light’s plans for me remain unclear. I need to understand them.”

“Awareness will come with time and wisdom.” Mastemo put a hand on Simon’s shoulder in a near-paternal fashion. “I will have a very important task for you, my new Templar, but that can wait until tomorrow. Join me in my office at dawn.”

Some Zodiac Fiend hunting or political task, no doubt, Simon thought as he nodded. “I am at Your Excellency’s service.”

The elevator stopped on floor three-hundred and five, then opened up to reveal a breathtaking sight: a vast, circular well with rows upon rows of books, scrolls, and parchments plummeting downward along spiraling flights of stairs and platforms hosting study desks illuminated by flickering lanterns. Some bookshelves rose so high they required ladders to access, each of them neatly separated into floors and dedicated to a particular field of study. It would take lifetimes to read it all.

However, the room wasn’t nearly as surprising as the figure Simon found there, reading a scroll on a table near the elevator.

“Brother,” Norbelle said with a mock reverence. “You look dashing today.”

“Norbelle?” Simon blinked in surprise.

“Princess,” Mastemo said, his tone calm and even. “I was not informed of your visit.”

“I didn’t wish to trouble your mind, High Confessor,” Norbelle replied with a hint of subtle disrespect. “I was just passing through in my search for knowledge. Phoenix-related matters, I’m sure you understand.”

“I do.” Was that annoyance Simon picked up in the High Confessor’s voice? “I take it that the Queendom agreed to our proposal?”

“Yes, I should be binding the Phoenix shortly. That will make two out of five, for now.” Norbelle smiled mischievously. “Maybe my brother could help find me a third.”

“If I deem it necessary.” Mastemo glanced down at the smaller Norbelle until her face reflected in his mask. “Do not toy with me, princess. The Church supports your saintly mother, but our resources are not yours to misuse.”

“Duly noted,” Norbelle replied with a tone that implied she would ignore the advice. “Anyway, I’ll teleport back to Cocagne soon. Don’t let me interrupt whatever you were planning to do.”

Simon had the suspicion Mastemo was considering smiting the princess where she stood, but he had enough self-control to restrain himself. “Stay here as long as you wish, Simon,” he said upon excusing himself. “I will meet you tomorrow to discuss your new duties.”

Norbelle watched the High Confessor leave through the elevator with a chuckle. “The poor Cleric,” she mused once only Simon and she remained. “It rattles him to know I can teleport into his secret archive without alarming his church-sense.”

“His church-sense?” Simon inquired.

“You don’t know?” Norbelle gave him a bemused look. “A temple is a Cleric’s territory. Mirror-Face controls this entire Lighthouse the same way Father controls Frightwall. He can shift the floors around, punish interlopers, even observe them from afar. I’m sure the creep is watching us as we speak.”

Simon suppressed a scowl. He had suspected Mastemo would keep him under close surveillance, but he didn’t think it would be so extensive. Anathemic Secrecy’s false stats should at least shield him from discovery by deceiving divination attempts.

“You shouldn’t speak of His Excellency that way,” Simon said with a faint smile.

“If we don’t remind the High Mirror-Face of his place, he is likely to forget himself.” Norbelle put her hands behind her back and smirked at him. “I’ve heard you became the quickest squire to rise to the ranks of Templar Knight. Is it true you killed a gargoyle in a single blow?”

“It was an accident,” Simon replied. His half-sister was sharp, and she might infer much from limited information.

“Is that supposed to make it sound less impressive?” his sister teased him. She leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Did Mirror-Face try to marry you off yet?”

Simon frowned in confusion. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He begged Mother and Father to let me marry dullards with drops of Visionary blood so the gift would pass on to our kids. They ignored him, of course, but I’m sure he’ll try again with you.” Norbelle put a finger on her lips. “Except… you won’t have much of a choice because of that stupid vow you made.”

“I see…” It didn’t entirely surprise Simon, but he suspected the High Confessor had more down-to-earth designs for him. “I trust His Excellency will find the right partner for me.”

Norbelle squinted at him. “Now, something’s wrong… weren’t you planning to graduate and flee the continent like a scared cat not two months ago? You wouldn’t swear a binding oath without a damn good reason.”

“I’ve had… visions whose nature I cannot entirely explain, especially since I lack a third eye,” Simon replied. “I hoped this place would provide me with answers.”

“I’m wounded. You would trust a cabal of old priests’ words rather than turn to your genius little sister? Then let me enlighten you.” Norbelle sat on her worktable with a small chuckle. She sounded rather proud of her joke. “Whatever visions you receive come from the other side.”

“The other side?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “You mean the Dark?”

“Indeed. Visionaries connect to the Worldsoul to predict the future, but for us descendants of Overlords and demons? The Abyss calls to us.” She crossed her legs. “I suspect that is why Father has been invincible for decades. The Overlord has a foresight ability of its own, except it derives its power from the Abyss and works slightly differently than those of Visionaries.”

“So you are saying there can be prophets on both sides?” Simon scoffed. “That’s quite the heretical take.”

“But that doesn’t make it untrue. I can tell you’re not too surprised yourself.”

“If that were true, Norbelle, what would that make you?” Simon teased her. “Someone with both a third eye and an Overlord for a father?”

“It makes me the best, what else?” The worst part was that she believed it utterly. “Others see a part of the show, but little old me? I see it all.”

Not quite, my prideful sister, Simon thought. You only see the future in which the Overlords won, not the twists and turns it took for us to get there. 

Norbelle’s theory was sound, the same way Shabram suspected something close to the truth, but it only worked within the framework of linear time.

“It’s an interesting theory,” Simon said as he walked down the stairs on his way to the chronomancy ‘floor’ of the spiraling archive. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

He thought that would end the discussion then and there, but Norbelle was too sharp for that. “Why are you struggling so hard not to smile smugly? Like you know something I don’t?”

“You’re imagining things,” Simon lied.

“Truly?” Norbelle chuckled. “You would have thrown Father off this tower, do you know that?”

Simon froze where he stood, his flesh still like stone.

“You were a Templar back then, in my dream.” Norbelle playfully bit her finger. “You threw him off the Lighthouse after he failed to teleport away, and he plummeted to his death seven hundred floors below. I think that’s why Father never let you join Mirror-Face. He saw it too.”

Simon met his half-sister’s gaze, his heart sinking in his chest.

She… she had dreams of the reigns?

The truth was that he remembered throwing his father off a tower to his death, but he couldn’t recall the details. He certainly never realized he did it from the Lighthouse, or that he was a Templar.

Either Norbelle was somehow messing with him, or she could dream of previous reigns like he did… except her own visions had been far more detailed than his own; perhaps because she saw them from a third-person point of view rather than through Simon’s own eyes.

She could dream of Father’s reigns too… Simon struggled to keep a straight face as a horrifying possibility crossed his mind. Can she dream of mine? 

The Overlord Class stirred within him, like a beast roused from its sleep by possible danger. It was not yet roused enough to strike, but the pressure was there, ready to pounce if Norbelle guessed a little too close to the truth…

“What else did you see?” Simon asked warily, his sister grinning upon realizing he had grown curious. “During that vision?”

“Not much. Those dreams always centered around Dad’s death. Nothing like the awakened visions I receive from my third eye. I think it’s because the Overlord’s Perks let him predict his death, and those visions ripple through the Dark.” Norbelle played with her hair. “I saw Mother and Louis kill him often, too. I think one of them finally succeeded.”

She could see Father’s deaths, the same Simon only ever dreamed of them. Was that because those ended reigns rippled through the Dark like echoes? If she ended up seeing Simon’s own deaths while dressed as the Overlord…

No, no, I only started having those dreams in the past few years, over a decade into father’s reign, Simon told himself in an attempt to keep his calm. Norbelle wouldn’t act like this if she knew the truth. Whatever mechanism allowed us to see the reigns’ endings hasn’t yet started for me. 

His best bet was to remain evasive. Avoid catching her attention even more than he already did.

“Well…” Simon replied with a scoff. “You would be right.”

“Since when have you grown so coy and mysterious, brother?” Norbelle leaped off her table and playfully walked up to him. “You should come to Cocagne. It’s dreadfully boring so far, and I could use a distraction.”

So you can watch me more closely? Simon forced himself to smile. “I thought your takeover of Cocagne was going well?”

“It’s going splendidly, but my fiancé is so boring, I cannot wait to become widowed… and I could use a dashing Magnos prince to quicken the process.” Norbelle moved to whisper in his ear. “Just… think of it.”

Norbelle teleported away without expecting an answer, leaving Simon alone with his thoughts.

Damn it, Simon cursed, his fists clenching. Norbelle would no doubt warn her mother the moment she saw him die as the Overlord in a future reign, or at least investigate. He needed to keep an eye on her, learn when and how she would dream of him… if she ever did. Those dreams only happened in the last reign for all he knew. As if I didn’t already have enough issues to deal with. 

He was certain of it now: a combination of Darkblood and Visionary gifts could allow someone to peer into past reigns through dreams, and if Norbelle could gather more information from these echoes than Simon himself, then trying to unlock his own latent abilities might provide him with useful information.

Either way, it didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for: an uncensored version of the Chronomicon’s first and second volumes. Simon immediately checked the previously hidden passages.


–My studies of ancient prophets’ writing have revealed a steady increase in inaccuracies over the centuries. Is it because their failures were predetermined, or their skills insufficient to properly process the Worldsoul’s visions? Or something else entirely?

I suspect it all ties back to the Abyss. 

Whereas the Worldsoul plane derives its substance from the faith, memories, and souls of living creatures bound by the manatrees, I have read from other mages that the Abyss does not seem to derive sustenance from life. Its demons certainly enjoy feasting on our souls, like predators might opportunistically devour a carcass, but the few diabolists I discussed with were adamant that these monsters would remain even should all life on this planet come to an end. 

If the Overlord is truly the Lord of the Abyss as they say, then their unique abilities to defy the Oracle’s predictions could derive from this place. Demons, miasma, and other Dark-related phenomena do seem to have a marked negative impact on the accuracy of divinations. 

Another possibility is that my previous hypothesis on the immutability of the future is wrong, because it relies on the assumption that the universe is a closed system where nothing is added nor removed… so the sudden appearance of extraplanar entities might throw off the design, at least for a short time following their appearance. 

Although I do not relish it, I must question diabolists on the subject. Willful ignorance and denying myself options, even the most loathsome, would be a greater crime than knowledge. 



Simon read to the other censored passages—which mostly theorized about the fact that the Light’s influence over fate might not be absolute—then switched to the second volume when he realized he would learn little more. He immediately noticed that the author’s writing had significantly degraded in the second volume. The very first page opened on a ramble about chronomancy ‘reaching between zero and infinity,’ and ‘straightening the spiral,’ with descriptions of spells included in between nonsensical diagrams that hurt to read. Simon pushed through until he found a chapter that immediately garnered his full attention.


The Abyss is the gate and the key. 

According to that diabolist, there was once a sick man who sold his soul to a demon so that he would live long enough to watch his child grow. The demon fulfilled the bargain by waylaying him in the Abyss for a day… Yet when he emerged, the poor fool found that fifty years had passed and that his son was now on his deathbed. 

That story obsessed me, because it implied that time can flow differently in the Abyss than it does in our world. It took me a long time to learn the why of it all, and that’s because the Abyss is not like the Worldsoul. What priests and fools call the Abyss is just a border, a hedge, the point of friction between our reality and a plane of existence born of the Dark. Demons who inhabit this border model their shape from our fears and desires the way a baby cuckoo infiltrates a bird’s nest to steal food, but they told me of ancient horrors dwelling in the night where no star shines. Things as alien to us as fish from the darkest depths, and that want nothing to do with us. 

We created the Worldsoul, but we only called the Abyss. We drew the Dark to us, like a shark catching a whiff of our blood. 

This border, this hell-shaped parody of our world, still follows the laws of time the way a shadow follows the outline of the light that casts it, but… what of the depths? A reality that exists outside of our own may not follow the same laws of physics and magic as our own. 

After all, it is… outside. 

Could there be a darkness so thick it swallows time itself? Could one step into the Abyss and emerge not centuries in the future, but in the past? Could one even survive such a journey? And if the Dark can violate the very nature of our world, the fundamentals of existence, then Dark-aligned chronomancy could do what the Light will not: change the course of fate itself. Rewrite the past. 

But the Dark… the Dark is hungry. It is so hungry, the Dark, ever so voracious. To cast such a spell would take immense power, not to mention the logistics of finding one’s way through the zero and infinity… and through it all, I can’t help but wonder… if I were to succeed and go back to that moment in time, to change the past to create a new future… 

What would happen to the old one? 





Simon left the forbidden archives with a head full of nagging doubts.

The second Chronomicon volume was as interesting a read as it was frustrating. True to his reputation as a mad archmage, the author had psychologically deteriorated over the course of his writings. The later chapters were full of diagrams on the same experimental, miasma-powered time-traveling spell which had cost him his life.

Still, Simon learned quite a few things. The void he had landed in after the Mana Sword struck him down had to be the Abyss, and if the author’s theories were right, then harnessing its power was how the Crimson Throne managed to overturn time itself.

Which begged the question, did the Mana Sword try banishing everything related to Simon and the reigns to the Abyss—since only his dungeons and a demon showed up there—or did his soul always travel there in between reigns before going back to the past? Could he open a portal there and travel to another timeline? It would take a long time to browse the archives and obtain the answers to these questions, especially since he couldn’t take any books with him outside the library’s confines.

The Chronomicon also contained a handful of miasma-powered chronomancy spells he was dying to test out, though he wouldn’t be so foolish as to practice them in the Lighthouse. Norbelle’s warning remained fresh in his mind.

Simon suddenly sensed Shabram opening communications with him through the brand and opened his mind to her. The mere fact she contacted him so late in the evening meant the planned bombardment on Frightwall had been successfully prevented.

“Your Majesty, I am happy to say the operation was a near-complete success,” Shabram said. “We have successfully neutralized Patriate Malphas, his daughter, and most of his organization in a single operation. Nearly all operatives have either been killed or captured.”

The demon was in the details, as usual. “Nearly? Not all?”

“Justine Eligos successfully escaped our agents with the help of demonic protectors. We are pursuing her as we speak.”

This gave Simon pause. “She didn’t agree to our offer of service?”

“Unfortunately, no. Threatening her siblings and niece did not deter her, either.”

Strange. Simon knew she had fallen in line last reign, so what had caused this change? It didn’t take him long to guess the most likely explanation: she knew the Overlord was dead and his successor was on the run.

She only took the offer because I impersonated Father, Simon realized. She didn’t trust us to honor our deal, nor did she fear us enough to comply. 

That was a shame. Justine’s knowledge of diabolism would have been invaluable considering his current research on the Abyss.

“Track her down and capture her alive,” Simon ordered. “What of Firewand?”

“She performed as expected and without hesitation. She captured both Patriate and his daughter before they could try anything.”

And since they had failed to undo her Devil Brands, she shouldn’t fall into despair this time. “Excellent. Keep me informed of how the situation progresses at court.” Simon then turned his attention to Belzemine. “Agnes?”

The response was swift, almost eager. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

She was desperately waiting for a call from me, Simon thought grimly. She would rather think she had no choice in the matter.

“You have done well, but I have another task for you. I want you to travel to the Darkwood. There is an elven seal there I want you to study and refine.” Frea had been confident she could reinforce the Minotaur’s prison to prevent an early breakout, so Simon hoped to do the same. “Shabram will arrange everything. Cooperate with her until then.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Simon cut off the communication and returned to his quarters. Leonard and Meredith were both soundly asleep, but Eole remained awake, playing her oud under the moon.

“You are back,” she noted, smiling faintly upon seeing him. “Don’t you have a bedroom upstairs?”

“His Excellency hasn’t assigned me one yet.” Simon walked up to her and put a hand on the balcony’s guard rails. “Are you feeling any better?”

“No,” Eole admitted, her hands pinching her instrument’s strings. “Not even the moonlight can help me clear my mind.”

At least she had calmed down enough to discuss it. “Beating yourself over the past will not help either, Eole. You are not responsible for what your ancestors did, assuming the tablet is correct.”

“I think… no, I know it is.” Eole shook her head, a sorrowful expression on her face. “Lord Mastemo is right, being able to control other shifters is not something that just happens. This ties too well into what you told me about that future vision of yours.”

“Maybe,” Simon conceded, “But we can’t be sure yet. The tablet was incomplete, so we could be missing a piece of the puzzle.”

“I tried to tell myself that, but I do not… I do not think I can return to my people’s sanctuary yet. Not when I still know so little.” Eole looked away at the sea stretching across the horizon. “Neither am I convinced by Lord Mastemo’s other words.”

“You think he lies about wanting to ‘cure’ shifters?”

“No, no, I believe he is completely sincere about that. The Cleric Crestone would not abide a nonbeliever.” Eole bit her lip. “But sincerity is not the same as being right. I do not think that my people…” She gulped. “That other shifters would agree to becoming humans. They have their own culture and way of life. Forcing them to change… it wouldn’t be right.”

“I do not think the Church is at the stage of forcing a massive change yet.” At least not until they refine their elixir or grow desperate enough to use it as a weapon. “Either way, His Excellency said it was your choice alone. You can decide to walk away.”

“Should I do that, Simon?” Eole asked him, begging for guidance he could not provide. “You can see the future. Is there no path to the best outcome?”

“I only see what the Light deigns to show me,” Simon lied. Or rather, what I have experienced with my own eyes. “But either way, you don’t have to choose now. You can stay with me for however long it takes you to find your path. I’ll help you find it however I can.”

“That is kind of you. I appreciate it.” Eole smiled sweetly at him. “You would have made a great Paladin, Simon. You have a noble heart.”

If only she knew…



As planned, Simon showed up at the High Confessor’s personal office on the third highest floor of the Lighthouse. He walked past three sets of golden gates, each tightly guarded, to enter an ivory-coated office with a splendid scenic view of the sky outside. Mastemo awaited him behind a large desk of ancient wood, sitting on a throne facing three seats.

On the left was Lady Beatrice.

And on the right was Silk.

“Please join us, Simon,” Mastemo said, pointing at the unoccupied central seat. “There is something I need you to recover for me…”

  

    
        Chapter 96: The Church of the Stars (8)

    
    
    
    
  Much like their namesake, the Cobweb seemed to be everywhere.

Simon did his best to avoid staring at Silk and showing his unease at her presence; not because he feared her, but because she shouldn’t be here. She had to either be in Valne or Magvolia at this point in time, not in the High Confessor’s office. How could she be in so many distant places at once? She had to either have a teleportation ability, or a small army of body doubles running around.

Moreover, the fact that Mastemo knew a shifter trafficker well enough to invite her into his office raised many red flags.

“Beatrice, Simon, let me introduce you to Elsa Nightingale of the Bert Trading Company,” Mastemo said, waving his hand at the assassin. “I have commissioned her organization to search for specific artifacts.”

“A pleasure to meet you both,” Silk replied with utter insincerity.

Artifacts? Wait… did the Church commission the Cobweb to collect the Zodiac Fiend crystals? Simon suppressed a scowl. What game are you playing at, High Confessor?

“Are you familiar with the tributaries of Bujan and Fablan?” Mastemo inquired.

“Yes, Your Excellency,” Beatrice replied dutifully.

“Only in passing,” Simon admitted. “I’ve visited neither of them.”

“That does not surprise me. Both territories agreed to surrender to His Majesty Balzam in exchange for relative autonomy. Keeping access to their nation’s Noble Crestone was part of the accords, among other privileges.” Mastemo steepled his fingers. “What most are not aware of, however, is that these treaties include secret clauses relating to Bujan’s sacred Mount Perun and Fablan’s Royal Mausoleum.”

Simon’s head perked up. He recalled that Mount Perun was one of the highest mountains in the world and that Fablan’s Royal Mausoleum was the place where they entombed their first king, but little else.

“Access to these places is restricted by imperial army detachments by order of His Majesty, officially to protect populations from monsters dwelling in these areas and protect sacred grounds,” Mastemo explained. “However, Miss Nightingale informed me that the true reason is to safeguard two particular artifacts of interest to the Church.”

Demonbarrows. Those two places were demonbarrows. Simon recalled seeing Bujan and Fablan on his father’s maps of them.

The Church was investigating the Zodiac Fiends.

“Both of these artifacts are dangerous tools of the Dark, and thus belong in Church custody,” Mastemo concluded. “I am first sending you to Bujan with a squad of templars to recover the one hidden on Mount Perun by any means necessary, and Fablan will eventually follow.”

“Forgive me, Your Excellency, but wouldn’t this violate Endymion’s treaty with Bujan?” Simon inquired, trying to gauge the High Confessor’s intentions.

“It is an unfortunate necessity, and why I can only entrust this mission to you, Beatrice,” Mastemo conceded. “No word of what you do there can get out, or else we would find ourselves in a very difficult position. Do you understand me?”

Lady Beatrice nodded calmly, the hidden message not lost upon her. “There shall be no witnesses, Your Excellency.”

One way or another, her tone suggested. Simon could tell this wasn’t the first time she received such an order.

“Miss Nightingale and I have arranged for a Bert Trading Company ship to transport you to a hidden smuggler's cove near Mount Perun,” Mastemo said. “You will gather a team of our best templars, infiltrate the mountain, recover the artifact, and return here with teleportation gems. You will leave tonight at sundown, and Miss Nightingale will brief you on what we learned of the mountain’s defenses.” He turned his head to Simon. “And you will take our new recruit with you.”

Simon all but bolted out of seat. “Me?”

“Forgive me, Your Excellency, but while I do not doubt Simon’s talent, he is nowhere near ready to partake in such an important mission,” Beatrice argued. “He has only just received his Crestone and needs to level-up first.”

“Simon is the very reason why I decided to proceed with this operation in the first place.” Mastemo turned his mirror mask to focus on his newest recruit. “I believe his unusual prophetic gifts and connection to the light megalith will be powerful assets in your quest.”

For the first time since the discussion began, Silk suddenly appeared to pay attention to Simon’s existence. She raised a quizzical eyebrow at him. “Is that it? The light megalith blessed you, Lord Magnos?”

“I am a lord no longer,” Simon replied evasively. Catching the Cobweb’s attention was the last thing he wanted. If they hear anything about Eole…

Simon’s heart skipped a beat. Of course they would learn about Eole. The Cobweb had to have heard rumors about her presence in the Lighthouse if one of their agents could visit the High Confessor’s office. This was bad.

And this secret mission on top of it… what was Mastemo thinking?

“Your Excellency, I don’t think I’m ready,” Simon argued. “I need more time and training.”

“You will not gain levels without field experience,” Mastemo replied. “You appear to us in a time of need with powerful abilities. This is not a coincidence. I do not believe the Light would grant you such boons if it wanted us to keep you in a tower, and I suspect your powers will prove decisive.”

Either he has a truly unshakable faith in me and the Light, or he knows more than he lets on, Simon thought while shifting in his seat uneasily. It has to be some kind of test…

“If you have no more questions, then the two of you are dismissed,” Mastemo told Beatrice and Silk. “I leave it to you to pick the most appropriate team for this operation, Beatrice.”

“As Your Excellency commands,” the Godsblade replied before exiting the office. Silk sent Simon a small sideways glance before following in her wake.

“You are free to speak your mind,” Mastemo said once the doors closed behind them. He must have sensed Simon’s suspicions.

“With all due respect, Your Excellency, I have heard rumors about the Bert Trading Company back in Frightwall,” Simon said. He was wary of overusing the ‘dream vision’ excuse. “My sister says that they partook in shifter trafficking and other unsavory activities. They are honorless criminals who will betray us for enough coin.”

“That they might, yet even thieves and sinners have their use. There are places where the righteous cannot dwell nor enter.” Mastemo looked at the sky beyond his window. “Simon.”

“Yes, Your Excellency?”

“The Light forgives the penitent, but it does not hesitate to burn those who revel in wickedness. If the Bert Trading Company tries to betray us as you fear, or if anyone becomes witness to our operation… it is in your purview to eliminate them.” Mastemo stressed the last two words, his voice sharper than steel. “Too many lives are at stake if this artifact falls into the wrong hands. You must understand that.”

It was only a matter of time before the High Confessor showed his more ruthless side. Simon would be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to the possibility of slaying Silk during a reign for her organization’s countless betrayals. “I will keep that in mind, Your Excellency.”

“I sense that it is not for us that you truly worry.” Mastemo’s voice softened. “You fear for young Eole’s safety.”

Simon didn’t deny it. “I am. She was sold into slavery once, and such thieves would kill to put their hands on a kish.”

“Yes, I understand. You have my word that nothing will happen to Eole so long as she remains in the Lighthouse. She is quite safe here.” Mastemo clasped his hands. “I will assign her a small escort to ensure her safety, and I suggest you assign young Leonard and Meredith to her protection on top of it.”

“You do not want me to take them on this operation?”

“They are loyal to the Overlord, not to us,” Mastemo replied shrewdly. “There can be no chance of the artifact falling into any other hands than ours. Meredith and Leonard are good people, but they are not of the Church.”

In short, Simon was part of an institution now, which meant only absolute loyalty to it would be tolerated. “I understand,” he replied. “But if I may ask, this artifact… is it linked to my visions?”

“I believe so,” Mastemo confirmed. “Besides the fact that such artifacts belong safely sealed in our vaults rather than left in the open for adventurers to pilfer and misuse, your and Her Grace Euphemia’s visions of a black comet have aroused my curiosity. If the artifact is what I suspect it to be, it should help us to uncover part of this great mystery.”

So Mastemo was taking Simon’s visions seriously enough to investigate Abraxas. This reassured him. With luck and diplomacy, he could access the observatory and hopefully observe the comet when it approached the planet.

“Your faith in me honors me, Your Excellency,” Simon said.

“You should try to have as much faith in yourself as the Light and I do in you, Simon.” Mastemo studied him a moment before speaking up again. “There is another matter I wish to address with you in private.”

Simon frowned. “What is on your mind, Your Excellency?”

“Your marital status, Simon.”

Simon would have been more surprised had Norbelle not already warned him, but the suddenness of it all still gave him pause. “I must admit finding myself a wife is not on my mind yet, Your Excellency.”

“You are a young man with an esteemed bloodline and full of promise,” Mastemo praised him. “A woman completes a man, Simon. Besides the fact that we must ensure your gifts are passed on to the next generation, we will need all the allies we can gather to defeat Louis. Time is not on our side.”

He had a point on that front, and Simon immediately thought of a possibility. “If the Church needs to form more alliances, I am well acquainted with Anna Paimon of the Berwick Islands…”

“I would broker this match if I could, my boy, but Lord Paimon is unfortunately obsessed with putting his grandchild on the Crimson Throne and will settle for nothing less than a fullblooded prince,” Mastemo lamented. “However, I have been considering a handful of other potential parties. One is the heiress of the Shax family.”

“Antonine?” Simon shuddered at the very thought, and though he already guessed why the High Confessor would propose this match, he chose to feign ignorance. “Is she not betrothed to my half-brother Thalas?”

“Yes… I have received word from Her Grace that she seeks to annul that betrothal in favor of another match.” The nature of which annoyed Simon to his core. “I warned Her Grace that the Shax would not take this insult idly. If we offered you as a substitute, perhaps we can prevent the Shax from falling into Louis’ arms…”

Simon would rather bed a vampire than Antonine de Shax, unless it meant cuckolding and humiliating Thalas… a thought which immediately brought to mind his father’s letter and sucked out all the spiteful pleasure Simon might have gotten out of it.

“Antonine and I will not get along,” he confessed. “And settling for a bastard after losing her engagement to Thalas will put salt on her wounds. The Shax will resent us either way.”

“Is that so?” To his credit, the High Confessor actually took his opinion into consideration. “In that case, I have also been thinking about another party; Princess Satine Renais.”

Simon blinked. “The exiled princess of Magvolia?”

“Indeed. She has ties with the White Unicorn and our misguided brothers-in-faith beyond the Dragonsea. With the loss of His Majesty Balzam and the Overlord Class, this could be the occasion to mend the rift between the Light’s flock, reconcile with the White Unicorn, and earn Magvolia’s support for our cause.””

That… that made sense. That had been more or less the Church Party’s strategy to cause a revolt in Magvolia and overtake the War Party. Simon admitted he had never considered that possibility, mostly because he had just sacrificed her to a demon hardly a few reigns back. That made things rather awkward.

The idea of marrying Satine so soon after what happened in the Darkwood left him uneasy, even though it might indeed provide a path to peace with the White Unicorn in the future.

“Either way, think about it further, my child,” Mastemo decided. “Whatever you choose will be pleasing to the Light.”



After the meeting, Simon immediately went to his retainers to inform them he would be away for some time on a ‘theological seminar’ mission on behalf of the Church.

While Meredith and Leonard warily agreed to keep watch over Eole in his absence, the news saddened the kish. “Are you certain I cannot come with you?” she asked uneasily. “If I offered my services as a singer…”

“I would take you with me if I could, but His Excellency was clear: this is a training retreat for Templars only,” Simon lied. “It shouldn’t take more than a few weeks. I will be back before you know it.”

“Weeks can feel like years in the presence of strangers, Simon.” Eole bit her lip. “Meredith and Leonard are kind, but… I will miss you.”

So would Simon, and he wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving her alone in the Lighthouse either, even with a trusted escort. The Cobweb might try something in spite of Mastemo’s promises, and the High Confessor’s association with them didn’t bode well for her future…

“Eole,” he said in Kish, taking her hand and placing his sister’s teleportation crystal in her palm. “Should anything happen… should you fear for your life for any reason… then shatter this. It will send you to a safe place.”

“A… safe place?”

As safe as it can be if you’re desperate enough to use the device. “Tell the people you’ll meet there that I gave this to you for your own protection. They will help you until we can meet again.”

“I see.” Eole nodded, hiding the crystal under her cloak and then plucking a feather off her wing. “Take this in return for your gift.”

“A promise for us to meet again soon?”

“Yes, and a token of my friendship.” Eole smiled kindly. “I shall pray for your safe journey and return.”

Simon hadn’t even left yet, and he was already eager to come back.

After settling things with his retainers, Simon spent what little free time he had before departure browsing the forbidden archive for more information on Visionaries and the Abyss. Most of the restricted information on the former mostly covered gruesome dissections of saints after death or ghastly experiments to reproduce their powers by unsavory individuals, alongside theories that Visionaries were merely a rare quirk of nature rather than a sign of divine favor.

All the books Simon could peruse at least agreed on one thing: while a Visionary’s third eye greatly improved their ability to observe mana in the air compared to normal people, the organ itself was insufficient to explain the depth of their gifts. These seers all possessed an anomalous mana signature, either because of their soul or other factors, which no amount of biological manipulation could reproduce. Attempts at organ transplantation did not transfer the gifts to the recipient, for example.

Simon couldn’t find any record of a Darkblood and Visionary combination prior to Norbelle either. Justine Eligos was right; she represented a whole new and unique avenue for this field of research.

When evening came, Simon joined Lady Beatrice and three other Templars on a merchant frigate ship: a masked fellow with claw-gauntlets for weapons; an eight-foot tall colossus in heavy plate armor, wielding a two-handed sword in one hand and a shield in the other; and a slim swordswoman whose brown hair flowed down a masked, veiled helmet.

“Simon, let me introduce you to Silence, Barbas, and Cubirah,” Beatrice said. “You will serve with them under my command during this expedition. As our most junior and newest recruit, an order from them is an order from me.”

“A pleasure to serve with you,” Simon replied with a bow.

The giant, Barbas, grunted in response. “Must we truly take an unbloodied whelp on a sensitive mission?”

“This whelp can cast higher-tier prayers than you, Barbas,” Cubirah mocked him, while Silence simply kept his arms crossed.

“Simon’s role will be to support us with spells and his other gifts,” Beatrice replied calmly. “We will go over the mission and our battle tactics on the way. We have nearly two weeks of sailing ahead of us.”

An airship would have been faster, but far more noticeable, Simon thought before speaking up. “What of the mermaids? Bujan’s waters are infested with them.”

“Miss Nightingale guaranteed she could obtain safe passage.” Beatrice sneered with disdain. “Smuggling runs aren’t unusual on her crew’s part, from what I understand.”

As expected of the Cobweb. Either way, Simon climbed aboard the frigate alongside the other Templars. The ship, the Maidenfair, departed by sunset and took them away onto the high sea. Simon watched the Lighthouse shine in the distance through the porthole of the cabin he shared with Beatrice.

“We will continue your training during the journey, and you will start by wearing your Class outfit at all times,” Beatrice warned him. “This will strengthen your connection to your Class and help your body grow used to the constant mana drain.”

Simon nodded obediently, as if he were a novice who hadn’t learned these lessons a long time ago. A knock on the door caught his attention, though he had to suppress a scowl when the door opened and a loathed face showed up.

“Are the accommodations to your liking?” Silk asked in her ‘Elsa’ guise. Simon could have almost mistaken her for a normal merchant without his previous reigns’ memories.

“They are sufficient,” Beatrice replied sharply. She saw no point in hiding her dislike of the criminal, which warmed Simon’s heart. “We will keep to ourselves and so shall your crew. Loose tongues will be cut short.”

“Worry not, my men will keep quiet. His Excellency’s payment was most generous.” Silk smiled at Simon next. “He seems to trust you a great deal.”

Simon squinted at her. Something… Something felt wrong with Silk. He couldn’t quite explain it, but a sudden sense of disquiet washed over him.

“I hope to prove worthy of His Excellency’s faith,” Simon replied, trying to figure out the issue. Silk never bothered with pleasantries the other times he encountered her.

“I’m sure you will. I have heard rumors that the light megalith itself blessed you with weapons shining brighter than the sun.” Silk feigned idle curiosity. “If I may be so bold, could you show it to me? I am curious.”

What’s her game? Simon glanced at Beatrice, who shrugged the matter off, then decided to play along by grabbing his mace. “Lightstone of the ancients, holiest of graces, I beseech thee to grant unto my blade your Blessing of Light.”

His mace’s head glowed like the sun, as promised. Simon half-expected Silk to show wariness at his power, maybe concealed distaste considering her association with someone like the Prince of Spiders, or maybe idle curiosity. She did none of those things.

Silk instead looked unbearably pleased.

“What a wonderful shine, Lord Magnos,” she said, her smile widening until it reached her eyes. “I will follow your career with great interest.”

It was then, at the very moment Simon saw her lips stretch, that he realized what bothered him so much.

This wasn’t Silk.

This woman looked like her, shared her voice and some mannerisms, but the smile… the smile was different. Sharper, more wicked, and lacking the cold professionalism of the real assassin. The way she carried herself was close, but slightly off in a way only someone who had encountered the real Silk often could tell.

Simon had been thinking about the problem the wrong way. It wasn’t that Silk could be everywhere at once.

It was that there was more than one ‘Silk’ scurrying around.

  

    
        Chapter 97: The Church of the Stars (9)

    
    
    
    
  “Kind lightstone, restore our wounds with your Megaheal!”

Simon’s hand glowed with greenish light. The light cut on Barbas’ arm closed on its own, to the mesmerization of all other Templars on the deck.

“Are you convinced now, Barbas?” Beatrice asked.

“I admit it’s… impressive to see someone so young cast a Tier IV prayer,” Barbas conceded. “Maybe he won’t be so useless after all.”

“The recovery was not instantaneous though,” Cubirah noted. “What’s your Life affinity, Simon?”

“Weak,” Simon conceded. “I thought affinities didn’t influence prayer spells?”

“I’m afraid they do,” Beatrice corrected him. “The light megalith may send you its mana and power, but you’re still the one channeling the prayer itself.”

There were three affinities that behaved differently from the elemental ones like Fire and Frost: Support, which covered buffs, debuffs, and beneficial status effects; Ailments, which influenced ailments and other negative conditions; and Life, which determined the potency of healing effects. A strong Life affinity increased the potency of the magical healing someone applied to others and received, while a weak one did the opposite.

In short, Simon’s Megaheal prayer would only pack as much punch as a Heal prayer two tiers below it, and would provide even fewer benefits if he applied it to himself. At least he now had a recovery option that didn’t cost mana or his followers’ lives.

“A Megaheal prayer is nonetheless a potent tool, since Simon can reliably heal our wounds at no mana cost to himself,” Beatrice concluded. “Did you have any luck casting Kindling?”

“No,” Simon conceded. “I couldn’t get that prayer to work, or Radiance Slash for that matter.”

Cubirah chuckled. “You are the first Templar I’ve seen who complains that he cannot cast Tier V prayers. Even our Class doesn’t let us unlock those through Perks alone.”

“Keep training and give it time, Simon,” Beatrice said. “The light megalith must not consider you ready to use those prayers yet. This will change one day.”

Simon wasn’t so sure. He found it extremely strange how he could cast Tier IV prayer spells without any issue, which was the upper limit of his Miasmic Archmage Perk, only to abruptly fail with Tier V ones. He was starting to believe the two were linked somehow.

Simon would confirm his theory the next time he obtained a Miasmic Archmage upgrade. He should receive it soon if the Overlord Class followed the same pattern of upgrading his spellcasting tier every ten levels. And if he could suddenly cast Tier V light megalith prayers then… it would raise as many questions as it answered.

Nearly two weeks had passed since they boarded the Maidenfair for Bujan, which reminded Simon just how long such trips were compared to airship flights. It had been a relatively uneventful trip except for a brief storm on the seventh day and an encounter with an imperial naval patrol on the tenth, which ‘Silk’ took care of with a bribe. Simon spent his time either training with his fellow templars, mentally coordinating with Shabram, or trying to shadow ‘Silk’.

The last part had predictably proved to be a futile task. He simply couldn’t find the woman on the Maidenfair half the time, either because she used Assassin Perks to turn invisible or somehow teleported away at times. Likely both. She otherwise kept to her crew and treated Simon’s group cordially, though he knew she had picked up on his intentions.

Otherwise, Lady Beatrice had proved a harsh taskmistress and regularly drilled the group on the deck at night on both tactics and Bujan. She had entrusted Simon with a sword specifically tailored to inflict heavy wounds on Aquatic, Beast, and Undead type creatures, which should be their most common foes, then ensured he familiarized himself with the group.

True to his size and standoffish demeanor, Barbas was a no-nonsense bear of a man whose might and defenses compensated for his deficient spellcasting. He was expected to serve as their frontliner, drawing enemy attention and engaging stronger foes in melee alongside Beatrice.

Meanwhile, Silence bore his name well. The man was both a mute and an introvert, to the point that he preferred to eat his meals away from the group in solitude. Simon only caught a glimpse of his face once during training, and all he learned was that the man was likely a native of Uyo from his skin’s darker tone. He was frighteningly quick, thanks to his passive Perks obtained from a secondary Class, and regularly laced his claws with poison. He would be serving as their tracker and scout.

Cubirah was the friendliest of the trio and the only one who tried to get along with Simon, perhaps because she had been one of Beatrice’s squires like him. She was level fifty-five, second only to Beatrice herself, and mostly favored supplementing her swordsmanship with buffs and disruptive effects.

Each and every one of these Templars was in their fifties when it came to levels, so Simon was mostly expected to serve as a healer and pack mule while they handled the heavy lifting. This suited him just fine. Sticking to the sidelines would let him hide his true abilities.

“Land!” the lookout in the crow’s nest shouted out for all to hear. “Mermaids on the shore!”

Simon and his companions looked to the north, where the shadow of an island appeared over the horizon under the cloudy, grey sky. An imposing mountain surrounded by jagged hills and sharp cliffs dominated the distant landscape.

Bujan and Mount Perun were in sight.

Originally an underpopulated backwater country mostly inhabited by elves, scalefolk, and goblinoids, the island had been colonized by men before the Doom, first as a haven for pirates preying on the trade between Illusea and the mainland, then as a sanctuary for refugees fleeing Mardok and then Gargauth’s rule. The island’s council chose to submit when threatened with violent takeover during Balzam’s Reformation, which allowed them to keep limited autonomy under a viceroy.

Bujan’s western and northern parts remained underpopulated for a reason that became clear the moment its shore came into view. Simon spotted three individuals he briefly mistook for shifters lounging on rocks until he noticed their fish tails.

It was his first time seeing a mermaid in the flesh, and the descriptions didn’t do them justice. The creatures resembled lovely, naked female humanoids from the waist up, albeit with squamous blue or red skin, long fins for hair falling down their backs, and gills on their throats. Their lower bodies, however, shifted into an iridescent scaled fish tail around their ‘lady parts’ rather than legs.

The first of the mermaids smiled sweetly and waved at the sailors upon noticing the Maidenfair. The second stared intently at Simon, and the third stared at Barbas while massaging her sex in a rather obscene invitation.

“Do not be deceived, Simon,” Beatrice warned him, her eyes checking the dark waters for fins peeking out of the waves. “The males must be waiting in ambush nearby to attack us. The females are mere lures.”

“They will end up skewered and roasted on a campfire if they try to bewitch us,” Barbas said. To his credit, the mermaids’ charm did not affect him in the slightest. “Our troops should have wiped out these vermin during the Reformation. What a wasted opportunity.”

“I would keep those thoughts to yourself, Ser,” ‘Silk’ warned him as she appeared on the deck out of nowhere, much to Simon’s annoyance. She clearly took delight in startling him. “They do understand our language.”

“Then we should kill them,” Beatrice said. “We were told not to leave witnesses alive.”

“We have an agreement with the locals, so they will keep quiet about our presence,” Silk reassured her. “I cannot speak for anyone else you find on the mountain, but scalefolk know better than to cross us.”

“And how did you secure their cooperation?” Cubirah asked curiously.

“With bribes, what else?” ‘Silk’s smile reminded Simon of Bert’s. “Scalefolk and humans aren’t so different. I daresay they’re more practical and down-to-earth than we are. They do not let nonsense such as friendship or morals get in the way of good business. You can learn to get along with them.”

“I rather doubt that,” Beatrice replied with a sneer, her finger pointing at rotten ship husks sitting on the nearby reefs. “This group has claimed its toll of victims.”

From what Simon had learned, mermaids and their male counterparts, the tritons, were aquatic cousins of the landbound scalefolk and among the most infamous pirates of the high seas. The females usually used enchanted songs or their bewitching appearance to lure ships to crash on their shores, while the males then sprang out of the water to devour the surviving sailors and loot their cargo. They were easier to deal with than demons and goblinoids, enough that they could coexist with local settlers, but Simon’s experience with Casval and Vouivre had taught him their kind was not to be easily trusted.

The ability to speak was not a sign of humanity, only intelligence.

Either way, this group of mermaids didn’t sing or bother them as the Maidenfair navigated treacherous reefs towards a small cove located at the mountain’s foot. The Templar squad climbed down from the ship onto a small boat with bags of supplies.

“I bid thee goodbye here,” ‘Silk’ said upon dropping them off on land. “It was a pleasure ferrying you to this barren land.”

Beatrice snorted. “You served your purpose, smuggler, no more. You would do well to leave and ensure no one else sees your ship.”

“I shall.” ‘Silk’ spared Simon one last wicked smile. “I would wish you good luck, but we all know you won’t need it.”

Simon wasn’t sure what she meant by that and simply ignored her. He watched as the Maidenfair departed onto the sea with her, leaving them stranded at the foot of Mount Perun.

“A long ascent awaits us,” Beatrice said before giving her squad one last debrief. “You have each been entrusted with a teleportation gem tied to the Lighthouse. Our mission is to seize the artifact, then return to His Excellency. Anyone who discovers us must be eliminated. Do you all understand?” Everyone nodded in response. “Then let us proceed.”



What followed was a long and perilous journey.

Mount Perun stood a bit below fifteen thousand feet in height, and though the High Confessor had provided them with pre-Reformation maps of hiking trails within the lower areas, those quickly turned out to be severely outdated. Silence’s scouting expertise proved invaluable; with the Templar constantly finding safe paths for them to take as he advanced ahead of them. He would often return with blood on his claws, though no one asked for details.

Temperatures hovered above freezing during the day and plummeted below that into the night, with the cold growing more severe as they ascended. The group regularly drank frost resistance potions every four hours or so to more easily shoulder the weather. Everyone present was a professional focused on the mission first and foremost, so they mostly stuck to climbing without any small talk.

Unfortunately, the mountain was crawling with monsters.

Hardly an hour passed without horse-sized wolves, flying crystal-shaped ice elementals, or frozen undead corpses belonging to unlucky alpinists, beasts, or the occasional scalefolk trying to ambush them. Simon’s allies easily dispatched all comers thanks to their superior levels and abilities, but allowed him to finish off some of their foes to let him gain experience. He had reached level 6 in the Templar Class by the second day of their ascent.


Level 3 Templar Perk: Holy Blade (Active): You can imbue any melee weapon you wield with the Light element for additional damage. The effect is lost if the weapon leaves your hands. 

Level 5 Templar Perk: Fundamentalism I (Passive): You are immune to Terror and fear-related effects. 



Leveling up in Templar taught him two things: first of all, Vassal Classes were indeed pale imitations of the Noble ones they were based on. Six Templar levels barely let him mimic a fraction of what the Paladin Class could already do from the start.

Second, Lord Paimon’s old lessons about passive increase in base stats rang true. Simon noticed he had gained a point in almost all of his stats except Intelligence, which he received no points in, and two points in Vitality. He would check if those enhancements, while minor compared to those he obtained from wearing the Class outfit, carried over into the next reign. While Simon preferred to focus on leveling-up the Overlord, considering only its Perks carried through the reigns, strengthening his base stats would let him cover some deficiencies like his abysmal Agility.

Things proceeded smoothly until the second night, when Silence returned to their campfire from a scouting mission. The masked Templar communicated with Beatrice in hand signs, and though Simon couldn’t see much in the dark, whatever they discussed annoyed their leader.

“You let him go?” Beatrice asked, a scowl deepening on her face. “At the peak?”

“What’s going on?” Barbas asked curtly.

“Silence spotted a wizened hermit during his scouting,” Beatrice warned the group. “A ragged elf or a human, he couldn’t tell from the distance. Silence gave pursuit, but failed to catch him.”

Cubirah choked in disbelief. “He escaped Silence? Silence?!”

“It may be a ghost or malevolent spirit,” Beatrice suggested. “Silence said the hermit didn’t make any noise when he moved and disappeared whenever he tried to catch up, yet it kept trying to beckon him closer to the summit. We should expect an ambush of some sort there.”

Barbas scoffed beneath his helmet. “Let the dead come, if they dare. I will send them to the Light, and it will recognize its own.”

Simon hoped his confidence wasn’t misplaced.

The group’s respective Darksense Perks were buzzing constantly by the third day as they approached the peak. The air grew more noxious as they eventually reached relatively flat ground covered in strangely aligned stalagmites carved with runes and other tribal signs.

“—”

Simon’s head perked up, which Beatrice immediately noticed. “What’s troubling you?”

“I sense something…” Simon looked up to the cloud-shrouded mountain summit. “A presence in my head.”

“—”

How strange. It resembled a Zodiac Fiend’s telepathic contact, except the thought broadcast was somehow silence rather than words. A void in the mind. Was the local demon sealed so tightly that its bindings muffled its messages? Simon wasn’t sure how to interpret this information.

“This peak is a weak Dungeon,” Cubirah noted. “I can barely feel the faint flow of miasma in the air.”

“According to His Excellency’s information, the peak used to house a troll tribe that His Majesty’s elite forces wiped out after they restricted access to the area,” Beatrice informed them. “Their corpses might have arisen.”

She was half-right: the group did find the remains of a ruined fort and frozen troll cadavers trapped in ice, but no undead nor ghost came to bother them. They then advanced past winding paths and began to climb vertical slopes leading to the summit.

“It’s too quiet,” Cubirah stated what was on everyone’s mind. “We haven’t been attacked in hours.”

Simon nodded in agreement. The sudden absence of monsters in the actual Dungeon area bothered him. Those creatures usually flocked to areas with miasma in the air, no matter how thin. Had Father thoroughly cleansed the area before their arrival when he secured the site?

“Silence says the area has been unoccupied for years,” Beatrice said, glancing at Simon. “Do you sense anything?”

“—”

“The presence of the Dark is getting stronger,” Simon warned his allies. They thankfully mistook his Overlord-related affinity for hearing demonic whispers to Light-granted divine insight. “It’s strange, though. I hear… nothing.”

“How can you hear nothing?” Barbas grunted in disbelief.

“I’m not sure… it’s like something tries to talk to me, but it sucks at my thoughts and empties my mind,” Simon admitted. “I’ve never experienced something like this before.”

Beatrice nodded warily. “Stay alert and warn us if anything changes.”

The rest of the climb to the summit took place in near-perfect silence, with not a whiff of wind to break it. It didn’t take long for the group to reach the highest point: a flat, mirror-smooth platform of snow roughly two hundred feet wide and surrounded by a sea of clouds and an empty horizon. Twelve stone pillars carved with runes, which Simon recognized as Elvish, surrounded a central block of ice.

A dark orange miasma crystal bearing the symbol of the Scales faintly shone within it.

That alone would have been cause for alarm, but Simon quickly noticed a worrying detail about the area on top of everything.

“It’s flat,” he said. “Too flat.”

“He’s right,” Cubirah said, pointing her sword at the horizon. “Look.”

Not only was the snow on the ground mirror-smooth as a perfectly leveled floor, but the clouds surrounding the peak seemed uniformly flat for miles on end. Some force seemed to keep everything suspended on the same layer.

The miasma in the air was too thin as well, the Dark aura radiating from the crystal too weak. The power radiating from the Minotaur and the Twin-Tailed Fish had been overwhelmingly noticeable. Was the seal still strong enough to keep the demon suppressed?

“A miasma crystal?” Cubirah inquired as she gazed into the ice. “It’s the biggest I’ve ever seen.”

“This must be the artifact we were sent to retrieve,” Barbas said upon spotting the crystal, his greatsword drawn. “Should we shatter the ice?”

Silence sketched a vaguely humanoid shape in the air with his hand, causing Beatrice to frown. “Silence says there’s a body trapped inside,” she said. “Some sort of golem, with the crystal imbedded in its chest.”

Simon scowled. Whereas the Twin-Tailed Fish had been reduced to a bodiless crystal and Asterion trapped in an unsuitable host, this particular Zodiac Fiend must have been sealed in its natural form.

“We risk freeing the creature if we break the ice,” Simon warned his allies.

“Not if we stick to the sealing method His Excellency suggested,” Beatrice replied. “Spread out and form a five-star formation around the ice pillar and cast your buffs.”

The group dropped their travel bags and spread out, with Beatrice bringing out a small, rune-sealed chest the size of a human’s head. From what she told Simon during the debriefing, this was a ‘sealing box’ meant to contain dangerous artifacts. Simon had no idea if that would be enough to contain a Zodiac Fiend crystal for long.

Either way, Simon followed Beatrice’s command by casting Lightspeed and Blessing of Light on himself. Barbas, Cubirah, and Beatrice applied additional prayers and buffs, while the mute Silence lengthened his claw-blades with some passive Perk.

“Let us repeat the psalms together,” Beatrice ordered, each and every one of the Templars present putting on their Class outfits and planting their weapon into the snow. “Oh stones of the ancient, servants of the Light, heed our call!”

“Oh stones of the ancient, servants of the Light, heed our call!” Simon shouted alongside the other Templars, their voices channeling powerful energies. A star-shaped seal appeared around the ice pillar, bright with mana.

“Seal this wicked tool of evil into your chosen receptacle!” they sang all at once, with the obvious exception of Silence, whose presence still helped contribute to the ritual. “Trap shadows in the bindings of the Light!”

And the shadows answered.

“—is it time?”

A voice cut through the void invading Simon’s mind, cold and inhuman, closer to an echo of steel than anything human.

“—you have come to seal me again, mortals?” There was no anger in this inhuman voice, no contempt; each word was utterly devoid of emotion. “Death’s embrace is all that you will find here—”

A wave of miasma burst from the ice, shattering the star on the ground and disrupting the Templars’ concentration. The air choked with evil, the miasma crystal shining with an otherworldly glow from inside its prison.

“—I have been here for a long time, pondering the truth—” said the voice. “—If it is the law of the universe that all things return to nothing—”

“What’s going on?!” Barbas inquired angrily as more waves of power followed, sending snow flying.

“The seal is faltering!” Cubirah warned, her voice firm yet tainted with dread. “Whatever demon lurks inside is banging at the door!”

“Stand your ground!” Beatrice ordered, her sword raised. “Simon, step back!”

Simon scowled as he realized what was happening; why this ‘Dungeon peak’ had been so devoid of monsters and miasma so close to its crystal. The Zodiac Fiend had methodically and patiently focused on stockpiling its power for centuries rather than spreading it out, slowly building it up for an ultimate effort.

“—then existence is a crime—”

All for the purpose of breaking its own jail cell from within.

“—and justice is annihilation.”

“Here it comes!” Beatrice warned.

The ice shattered, and the Zodiac Fiend burst forth.

  

    
        Chapter 98: The Church of the Stars (10)

    
    
    
    
  The Zodiac Fiend of the Scales emerged from its prison in a wave of power.

The elven pillars surrounding its icy tomb shattered all at once, crumbling with the seal. A cloud of miasma surrounded the platform like a raging storm of darkness, entrapping everyone inside. Simon sensed a shift in the air akin to a Dungeon taking form in reality.


Exodeos, the Scales of Emptiness, has trapped you in his Abyssal Domain! All teleportation effects are negated! 



The Zodiac Fiend lurched out of its prison in the form of a ten-foot tall colossus of rusted steel, tarnished copper, and aged metal. Its heavy footsteps shook the ground with immense force to the tune of gears whirring and ticking. A tattered cloak fluttered from its heavy shoulders, while its knightly helmet opened to reveal a black, empty void rather than a face. The Scales crystal shone brightly on its chest. Miasma poured out of its mechanical joints hollowed by time, and it seemed like a small miracle that this creature didn’t crumble to dust on the spot.

Escaping its seal had clearly taken its toll on the demon. He must have spent a lot of power to break out.

“I am Exodeos, the Scales of Emptiness,” the archdemon introduced himself with all the warmth of an executioner about to complete their job. A curved saber the length of an adult man appeared in his hand. “Nihility beckons, mortals.”

On one hand, the Zodiac Fiend had clearly spent a lot of power to free itself, on top of wasting away for centuries inside its seal. There was no way it was at full power, and he was surrounded by a high-level group of warriors whose entire Class kit revolved around killing demons. This should be the worst possible matchup for it.

On the other hand, a weakened archdemon remained an archdemon. Simon could taste the sheer, overwhelming pressure in the air.

“Simon, take cover!” Beatrice ordered as she charged forward without fear, her sword shining with light. “Everyone else, attack!”

The Templars jumped into the fray from all sides.

Taking cover behind a pile of rubble one of the elven pillars had turned into, Simon watched as Barbas rushed to lock blades with the demon while his allies moved to flank Exodeos. Silence reached the Zodiac Fiend first and stabbed him in the back with dazzling speed and claws of light. Exodeos grunted in pain as the holy weapons pierced through his metallic armor, miasma pouring out of the gashes rather than blood.

A translucent wave of energy suddenly erupted from the demon before Beatrice and Cubirah could complete their pincer attack. It spread across the platform, fizzling out the holy light radiating from the Templars’ blades and slowing them down. Simon sensed all of his buffs being stripped away when it hit him, from his light-empowered sword to his Haste.


Exodeos’ Grand Reset has negated all buffs and debuffs! Buffs and debuffs can no longer be applied!



Silence’s sudden loss of Haste-induced speed allowed Exodeos to backhand him across the platform with his free fist. The archdemon blocked a slash from Barbas one-handed, only for the knight’s remaining allies to strike from both sides.

“Thunderslash!” Beatrice shouted, her sword crackling with lightning.

“Judgment Blade!” Cubirah followed through, her blade hitting with far more strength and weight than normal.

Both blows struck Exodeos on the sides, cracking his metallic armor. Exodeos grunted and pushed them all back with a mighty swing, but the three Templars quickly regained the advantage by pushing forward with overwhelming offense. They surrounded Exodeos from all sides and targeted him with flurries of blades, forcing him to step back and remain on the defensive to keep blocking and parrying. Even then, three against one meant blades kept slipping past his guard and left cuts across his metal body.

They’re holding their own, Simon observed. His guess was right, the weakened demon was facing a terrible match-up in spite of its power. He had wasted too much energy freeing himself. They might actually win this without my intervention.

Still, he was unwilling to leave things to chance and rushed to the dizzied Silence and cast a Megaheal on him. The mute Templar nodded in appreciation and then rejoined the fray, quickly positioning himself behind the archdemon while waiting for an opening.

“Time diminishes all things,” Exodeos noted without any fear whatsoever between two clashes. “You and I both. Equalizer.”

A pressure fell upon the area, an invisible weight pressing on Simon’s very soul.


Exodeos’ Equalizer temporarily reduced all levels to 50 inside the Abyssal Domain!



Simon himself was ‘lucky’ enough to avoid the effect by virtue of being below the level threshold, but the Templars all took a blow to their stats. Their movements grew a little slower and their blows weakened. Exodeos then raised his free hand.

“Zero Gravity.”

Everyone except Exodeos began to float.

Simon’s feet suddenly left the ground below as gravity itself lost its grip on him. Rocks, dust, and even the sealing box flew around him, as did the Templars. Their ascent was slow, yet unavoidable. Only Silence managed to avoid the effect by using his claws to anchor himself to the ground. He crawled towards Exodeos as if he were climbing up a vertical wall with surprising speed and slashed the demon at the heel, causing him to fall on his knee.

“Everyone switch to Starshot!” Beatrice ordered. Simon joined in too as he and his floating allies bombarded Exodeos with balls of light. The archfiend raised his arm to shield his miasma crystal and chest, each impact dispelling more of the miasma surrounding him and leaving impact cracks on his armor.

“You are not strong,” Exodeos said coldly. “You are nothing.”

The demon brought down his hand, and gravity called them to the ground again at increased velocity.

The shift was so quick and brutal that Simon barely had time to raise his arms to protect his face from a potentially fatal fall. Even then, the landing dispelled his Templar Class outfit and left him with a mild concussion. He saw Barbas and Cubirah crash nearby, with only Beatrice managing to land on her feet relatively gracefully.

Silence immediately rose to strike at Exodeos’ crystal with a surprising dash of speed, slashing it with claws of light. The blow left no mark on the Zodiac Fiend’s heart, but it did infuriate him. Exodeos swiftly grabbed Silence by the throat and lifted him above the ground.

Then the demon devoured him.

He pushed Silence inside his black hole of a face headfirst, sucking him inside a dark void that swallowed the Templar. Silence kicked and thrashed in an attempt to escape, but his chest and legs swiftly vanished inside the darkness.

“Silence!” Beatrice saw red and rushed at Exodeos in a dash of speed. “Shockwave!”

Her sword rippled with power, the air vibrating around it. Exodeos parried with his own blade, but a shockwave erupted from Beatrice’s weapon on impact and propelled him backward near the platform’s edge. His sword shattered into pieces from the attack.

Should I reveal myself? Simon wondered as he got back to his feet. One casualty was a bad sign, and using Overlord Perks or spells could turn the tide, but the Templars would likely either tell Mastemo the truth at best or try to capture him on the spot at worst. No… not yet. 

After putting his Templar outfit back on and casting a Megaheal on himself, which barely did anything—he cursed his weak Life affinity—Simon himself rushed to Cubirah and Barbas to heal them. “Megah–”

“Not me!” Barbas grunted angrily as he rose to his feet, more furious than hurt. He charged after Beatrice to assist her, leaving Simon to tend to Cubirah’s wounds.

“Thank you, Simon,” Cubirah thanked him upon recovering. “Let’s stay at the back and cover them with Starshot.”

Simon nodded and proceeded to obey, moving to the side while incanting his prayer. Beatrice was slashing across Exodeos’ chest with her sword, her latest blow leaving a miasma-leaking gash a few inches beneath the miasma crystal. Perhaps she had hoped eviscerating the demon would cause him to spit out Silence, but if so, her hopes were swiftly dashed.

“Banisher,” Exodeos cast, his finger pointed at Beatrice.

A rift in the fabric of space suddenly opened right beneath Beatrice’s feet. She stumbled into a pit of cosmic darkness and starlight before she could realize what was going on, the rift closing behind her.

The sudden loss of their leader caused Simon to clench his jaw, but neither Barbas nor Cubirah halted their assault. The large templar impaled Exodeos through the gash Beatrice opened earlier, skewering the archdemon on his greatsword and lifting him upwards.

“Fire!” Cubirah ordered Simon. “Blast him!”

Simon clenched his jaw and fired a Starshot spell alongside Cubirah. Their projectiles blasted off parts of Exodeos, including his left arm and part of his shoulder. A droning noise echoed from inside the rusting husk of a demon and a light began to shine in his black hole of a face.

“White Hole.”

The light of death poured out of Exodeos’ face.

A mighty beam incinerated Barbas, dispelling his Templar armor, vaporizing the flesh off his bones, and then atomizing those in turn. He then turned his baleful stare at the surviving Templars, his energy ray crossing the platform in an instant.

Simon and Cubirah both ducked to the ground, but the latter was unfortunately closer to the beam’s origin point than Simon. The light pulverized everything above the waist, leaving smoking legs to kneel onto the stone.

Well… Simon thought grimly, fists clenched in both anger and annoyance. At least there’s no witnesses left, I suppose… 

“Your allies fought well, child,” Exodeos said, the light in his helmet drowning into darkness again, “But the inevitable cannot be avoided.”

“I agree,” Simon conceded as he bolted to his feet, his free hand raised at the archdemon. “Devil’s Arm.”

His arm extended across the platform and his nails lengthened into shadow-infused claws. They grabbed and dug into a surprised Exodeos’ chest around his miasma crystal, drawing out a grunt of pain.

“You said justice was annihilation, demon?” Simon asked as he put on the Overlord, his Dreadful Aura radiating from him in waves of terror. “You’re wrong. In my land, justice is submission.”

And to punctuate his words, he forced Exodeos to the ground with his unnatural strength, slamming his knees against the cold, hard floor. He then followed that up with a Hellthunder and electrocuted the archdemon. Crimson lightning coursed through broken gears and steel plates.

“Argh…” Exodeos grunted in pain and pointed a finger at Simon. “Banisher!”

Simon immediately leapt to the side before a rift could open beneath his feet, though the sudden movement allowed Exodeos to wrench himself free from his Devil’s Arm. Simon’s limb regained its normal length and his enemy rose back up for a new round of battle.

“Mardok?” A brief emotion tainted Exodeos’ voice for once: seething contempt. “I should have known you were behind this. Still using mortal pawns to do your dirty work, Deceiver?”

“I could have saved them, yes.” Simon wouldn’t deny it. He hadn’t known these people long enough to mourn them, but he would be sure to avenge them. “You will dearly regret their demise anyway. I can hear your gears creaking from over here.”

“A mere storm to weather on freedom’s path.” Exodeos raised his only remaining hand. “Zero Gravity.”

Simon began to float up in the air again as gravity lost its grasp on him. He immediately attempted to manifest a miasma crystal to hopefully strengthen himself, only for it to shatter in his hand.


You cannot manifest a Dungeon inside an Abyssal Domain!



Not good.

“Even your tricks and shadows yield to oblivion, brother.” Exodeos’ face glimmered with otherworldly light. “White Hole.”

Knowing he would suffer the same fate as the Templars if the attack hit, Simon quickly cast a Hellfire spell from his free hand. The flames propelled him across the air and out of the incoming beam’s path. Exodeos was thankfully impaired by his wounds and failed to rotate fast enough, which allowed Simon to position himself behind the archdemon and out of sight.

“May the Lightstone of the ancients smite thee, Starshot!” Simon cast in midair to capitalize on Exodeos’ obvious weakness to holy light… only for the prayer spell to fizzle out in his fingers. His ‘god’ had denied his plea now that his true self was exposed for all to see.

The light megalith would not bless the Overlord.

Unfortunate, but not unexpected. Switching tactics, Simon cast Shadowchain to bind Exodeos’ knees, causing the archdemon to trip when he tried to turn. He then followed that up by using another Hellfire blast to propel himself at his enemy.

Simon landed on the demon’s back, sword first.

His Templar-gifted sword wasn’t as effective as his mace, but his immensely enhanced Strength stat more than compensated. He drove it through the archfiend and finished widening the gash that Barbas and Beatrice had already opened, splitting him in half and sending both parts floating with him into the air.

“You should be delighted, Scales of Emptiness,” Simon said as he raised his blade to finish him off. “You are about to return to nothing.”

“You first, brother.” Exodeos’ hand grabbed his arm. “Annihilate.”

Simon unraveled.

A vicious power seized hold of him, wrapping him in its embrace and then started disassembling him atom by atom, layer by layer, like an onion. His Overlord armor slowly returned to the miasma it sprung from while the skin beneath began to disappear.


Instadeath negated by Unyielding essence! Massive Mythic damage!



I’m going to die if I do nothing! Simon thought in a fraction of a second, his instincts taking over. “Belzemine, Shabram, heal yourselves!”

“Your Majest–”

With not a second left to explain, Simon began to drain the life out of the Brands of Lust and Gluttony to regenerate. Lifeforce and mana flowed like a torrent in an attempt to douse the all-consuming fire devouring his existence. He heard telepathic screams echo in the back of his mind, drowned by adrenaline and panic.


Level 50 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage V (Passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier V, but only those fueled by miasma.



What the–

Exodeos then attempted to pull closer and into his black hole face to swallow him whole, but Simon reacted in a split second.

“Chaos Wave!” Simon pushed Exodeos off him and blasted him to the ground with a pulse of power, then followed through with another spell. “Hellthunder!”

Lightning coursed from his fingers and shocked the Abyss out of Exodeus until his own magic fizzled out. Gravity called Simon back to the ground, but he had the Strength and Vitality to land on his feet relatively harmlessly this time. He continued to zap Exodeos again and again, until his smoking remains ceased to move at last.

“Had enough?” Simon rasped, his Class outfit fuming from the damage. A few more seconds of that Annihilation attack might have totally unraveled it, killing him on the spot… and it would have atomized him without his allies’ assistance.

“I will rise again when the stars align, whole and restored. Then you shall know fear, bro–” Exodeos’ tone grew quieter all of a sudden. He must have finally picked up on the fact that he wasn’t talking to a fellow archdemon. “Wait… you are not… What are you?”

“Me?” Simon raised his foot. “I am the Overlord.”

He crushed the archfiend’s chest under his boot, shattering its avatar. The body rusted away to dust in seconds while the barrier of miasma around the platform dissipated.

Simon soon found himself back atop a mountain, surrounded by a shining crystal and corpses.

He felt experience flowing into him, but a mere fraction of a much greater whole. The Zodiac Fiend had been heavily weakened and Beatrice’s group did the heavy lifting. He could tell he was on the verge of a level up, but just short of the threshold.

Simon hadn’t earned this victory. Not fully.

That earlier level though… A chill traveled down Simon’s spine as he telepathically contacted the only two people in the world he had branded with Lust and Gluttony. “Shabram? Belzemine? Are you both alright?”

Belzemine’s faint, weak response came as a relief. “I… I am well, Your Majesty.”

And Shabram’s silence came as a damning condemnation.

Simon searched for a presence that wasn’t there, then faced the wave of guilt rushing through him.

He had killed Shabram. Drained her of every drop of her lifeforce.

He… he didn’t think… it happened so quickly… he didn’t mean to drain her to death, just to take enough to survive that blow and salvage the reign… he had misjudged the amount of energy he stole and one of his closest allies paid the price for it.

She was loyal to me, truly loyal, and she trusted me, Simon told himself, cursing his lack of control and foresight. I would have died if I hadn’t done it, and I didn’t mean it… but that doesn’t make it right. I betrayed her, I let her down. 

“I’m sorry,” he apologized to Belzemine and Shabram… and to poor Aegio most of all, whom he had unfairly robbed of his mother.

“You need not apologize, Your Majesty. My life is yours to dispose of as you please.”

Simon closed his mouth. How many levels would he earn if he were to drain Belzemine to death by accident? The mere thought sickened him.

I should have branded more creatures before joining Mastemo, Simon cursed himself. He would remember this lesson for future reigns. He glanced around himself, half-expecting ‘Silk’ to ambush him like her copy tried to steal his prize in the Halls of the Minotaur, then relaxed slightly when he realized he was indeed alone. This will not happen again, Shabram. I promise you that. 

Simon warily picked up the Scales miasma crystal. It was so much heavier than it looked, and so cold it seemed to suck the very warmth out of the air. Simon sensed no presence touching his mind, no whispers nor attempt at taking him over.

The loss of its body had knocked Exodeus out cold. For now.

If a weakened Exodeus could nearly kill a level 50 Overlord and an elite squad of Templars—the very kind of people specifically optimized to kill demons—then the Zodiac Fiend would have to be a terrifying foe at full power. He would have probably slaughtered his way through Bujan upon escaping naturally… and likely annihilated it when empowered by the black comet.

This is just a temporary measure too, Simon thought as he picked up the sealing box and placed the crystal inside. I hope the Church of the Light’s vault can prevent Abraxas’ light from reaching it, or it will just be rebo—mm?

Simon spotted a figure near the crumbled remains of the sealing pillars; a hooded figure, crumbling under the weight of old years. His body shimmered in the fading sunlight like a mirage, pointed ears peeking beneath his hood.

A dead elf. Probably the same Silence had glimpsed during their ascent.

“You were trying to warn us the seal was about to break, weren’t you?” Simon guessed. This must have been one of the mages who created the Zodiac Fiend’s prison. “Your vigil comes to an end now, spirit.”

The ghost disappeared without answering him. An Overlord’s reassurance was bitter comfort.

Simon considered what to do next. Neither Beatrice nor Silence had returned, which meant they were probably trapped in whatever void Exodeos cast them into… if they were still alive at all. Part of him wanted to offer a burial to Cubirah and Barbas for their help, but the High Confessor’s orders were clear: no traces of their presence could remain. Simon would teleport back with their remains.

Otherwise… There was one mystery Simon finally had the opportunity to solve. He cancelled his Overlord outfit, used Anathemic Secrecy to wrap himself in an aura of false light, then cast Megaheal on himself. The light megalith granted him his prayer.

So it is confirmed, it has to be deceived, Simon thought. So much for the ‘all-seeing’ Light. And now… let’s see if I’m right.

“Lightstone, burn that which offends thee!” Simon incanted a Tier V prayer spell, pointing at a pile of debris. “Kindling!”

And the heavens answered by burning Elvish stones with holy blue flame.
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  Mastemo took the news about as well as expected. 

“Cubirah and Barbas, both slain?” His hands tightly gripped his chair’s armrests, the noise echoing in his office. “Beatrice and Silence, gone?”

Simon nodded grimly. He had used his teleportation gem to return back to the Lighthouse with both the sealed crystal and his fellow Templars’ remains. The box holding Exodeos’ miasma crystal sat on the High Confessor’s office like a grim trophy. 

“They fought valiantly and slew the demon,” Simon said. “Ser Barbas and Ser Cubirah landed the fatal blow, but… I’m sorry, Your Excellency, their wounds were too great. You have seen their bodies. I couldn’t do anything, even with prayers.”

Mastemo looked down at the box in disbelief. He hadn’t questioned Simon’s story that he had been mostly watching the fight from the sidelines due to his low level besides asking for a few details, but that was mostly because the idea of Beatrice’s entire squad having been wiped out shocked him to his core.

“I feared the mission might end with a casualty or two, but for my most elite Templars to be wiped out by a single demon… and it being weakened on top of that…” The High Confessor held his mask with his hand. “This Exodeos would have likely contended with the likes of Prince Louis or Her Grace Euphemia at full power.”

Did you underestimate the creature, Your Excellency? Simon thought before fishing for information. “With all due respect, Your Excellency… what was that thing?”

Mastemo clasped his hands. “Have you heard of the tale ‘The Heroes and the Zodiac Fiends’?”

Simon nodded sharply. So the Church did know about them. “It’s a story about the twenty-two Noble Heroes fighting demons and turning them into constellations.”

“I fear it is no story, my boy, but history,” Mastemo replied. “The truth is that the elves were not originally inspired to create the Noble Classes to bless the mortal tribes, as they would like us to think, but to fight a group of malevolent archdemons who had intruded upon our world eight hundred years ago.”

Simon feigned shock. “You’re saying we fought a monster from the Age of Heroes?!”

“Yes, which was unfortunate. I had hoped to transfer that monster into a more secure cell before it could escape.” Which implied he knew the Zodiac Fiend was close to freeing himself on his own. “I suppose it was the will of the Light that I sent you to confront this creature on the day it chose to escape its seal, to prevent it from laying waste to Bujan.” 

Simon kept his mouth shut. He knew from experience in his past reigns that Exodeos only tried to escape because they attempted to move its crystal. The Zodiac Fiend would have likely been content to wait a year or so for the black comet to empower him otherwise. 

Ironically enough, his father’s approach of just isolating Mount Perun had kept the region safer than Mastemo’s more hands-on approach. Simon wondered if Balzam Magnos had learned that lesson from a previous reign of his own. 

“Cubirah and Barbas perished as martyrs for our cause, and I fear Silence may be gone forever if killing the demon didn’t cause it to spit him out, but Beatrice could still be saved,” Mastemo said. “Banisher is a Tier IX miasma spell that banishes the target to another dimension without killing them. I will contact Princess Norbelle with haste. The Summoner can call upon creatures from other planes, so she might be capable of recovering Beatrice with her Noble Class. Since you regularly visit the forbidden archives, I please ask you to look into the matter as well.”

“I will do what I can, Your Excellency.” Simon hesitated about making a sensitive inquiry and decided to push on. “May I ask something, Your Excellency?”

Mastemo nodded curtly. “What is on your mind, Simon?”

“How was the light megalith created?” 

“All megaliths are massive pieces of manalith that absorbed elemental energies and the people’s faith over centuries, usually after a long-dead manatree underwent fossilization,” Mastemo explained. “The light megalith differs in that it channels the element closest to our god. Although the prophet Pharis received visions of the Light that revealed its true nature and purpose, the megalith was already considered a sacred object in what would become the Kingdom of Lore long before her birth.”

“So there was no miasma involved in their creation?”

“Of course not. Where did that sordid and absurd notion come from?” Mastemo glanced at the sealed box. “Ah, I understand. You think this demonic crystal and the megaliths could be related. Yes, there is a possibility that some vile megalith of the Dark exists somewhere and that these Zodiac Fiends were spawned from it.” 

Except that Dark megalith would be in the depths of space and the size of a comet rather than a house. This wasn’t what bothered Simon, however, but he had no way of delving deeper without blowing his cover. 

Why were light megalith prayers linked to his Miasmic Archmage Perk of all things? Did it carry a speck of darkness inside itself? 

Come to think of it, could Simon pray to Abraxas and cast dark-aligned prayers? Did those spells even exist? 

So many new questions and so few answers…

“I grant you time to rest and recover, but I will need you again on the night of the New Moon,” Mastemo informed him. “I ask you to meet me at the observatory then.”

Simon’s head perked up with interest. “The observatory?”

“Indeed. Thanks to this crystal, we can finally uncover the truth that the Dark cravenly seeks to hide from us.” Mastemo put a hand on the sealed box. “We will gaze upon the black comet you have seen in your dreams.”

Something that Simon couldn’t wait for. Mastemo soon dismissed him, and he moved towards the door pondering how to organize his free time. 

“Simon.”

Simon froze, his head peeking over his shoulder at the High Confessor. 

“Do you swear to the Light, on your honor as a Templar, that things happened exactly as you said?” Mastemo steepled his fingers. “That you did not forget nor hide anything?”

That was a loaded question. Simon could tell that the High Confessor was invoking the Templar oath’s clause compelling them to obey their superior’s every order. He was openly doubting Simon’s words. 

“I swear it, Your Excellency,” Simon lied.

A dozen reigns spent infiltrating various factions let him say those words without showing any sign of deceit. His Treacherous Title shielded him from the consequences of breaking his oath, and no bolt of divine retribution struck him. 

Mastemo studied him for a moment, then wordlessly nodded. Simon hoped the absence of divine retribution had assuaged his new mentor’s doubts for now. 

Simon opened the door and walked away, feeling the High Confessor’s gaze on his back long after he crossed the threshold. 



Eole was overjoyed to see Simon again, as were his retainers. The Church of the Light kept the disappearance of the other Templars lost in Bujan under wraps for now, so everyone thought he had simply returned from an exercise with other knights abroad without issue. 

For his part, Simon had feared he would return to find that the Cobweb had abducted his friend. Simon was pleasantly surprised to find that Mastemo had held up his end of the bargain and put Eole under his Templars’ protection, though not for the reasons he thought…

“You want to help His Excellency?” Simon asked, slightly taken aback. 

“Yes, I have agreed to assist the Church of the Light in refining its elixir and removing its side effects,” Eole confirmed, albeit with clear hesitation. “I do not agree that being a shifter is necessarily wrong, but should it be proved that they could fall under demonic influence… then they should have a choice on the matter.” Simon scowled, which she picked on. “I only agreed on the condition that taking the completed elixir would be voluntary. Lord Mastemo swore it on his megalith under witness.”

Simon couldn’t help but notice that the promise didn’t extend to the unfinished elixir, which had driven most of Telluria insane in a previous reign. “Would shifters truly take this offer?”

“I doubt many will,” Eole confessed. “Shifter tribes have existed for centuries. Being a lion or a centaur is more than a physical change; it is their life. And beyond their cultural heritage, shifters enjoy benefits humans do not. Would you agree to stop flying, if you could?”

“No.”

“The same goes for me.” She smiled at him. “I am not proud of what my people did, if Lord Mastemo is right… but I am still proud of being a kish.”  

“I see.” Simon returned her grin. “I will hold His Excellency to his oath then.”

And if he lied, then Simon would know it soon enough. 

Otherwise, the few days that preceded the new moon were both serene and frustrating in many ways. On one hand, Simon was free to peruse the forbidden archives as he wished, or to spend his evenings with Eole and his retainers; on the other hand, Shabram’s loss was a crippling blow that reminded Simon just how precious she and her spy network had become over the reigns. Her demise had blinded him to so many moving parts across the empire. All the news he received came from whatever newspaper arrived at the Lighthouse—which were all censored of anything important—what Belzemine could learn when she wasn’t working on the Stone Muse’s seal, or hearsay. He wouldn’t learn of the civil war’s opening volley until Louis’ airships showed up on the horizon. 

Shabram had at least managed to send him some information about the Cleric Class before her demise, including intel on its known Perks. Besides their ability to mark an area as a holy ground and enjoy a few benefits, a Cleric always counted as a priest with strong faith when praying to any deity, which all but guaranteed that their spells would be granted. Mastemo only paid homage to the Light out of belief, but he could have eidolons fulfill his wishes easily enough.

Otherwise, the Cleric possessed an instinctual understanding of all religion-related matters and the most potent healing ability of all Classes, which allowed them to transform their mana into lifeforce to cure the wounds and ills of others. 

All in all, Simon had mostly lost interest in the Cleric Crestone. Its complete mastery over the prayer field of spellcasting and superior healing abilities were interesting, but probably not enough to spend a Devour Crestone Perk on. The Overlord already had access to its other powers, probably by design.

Mardok had to draw from all the Noble Classes to create the Overlord, Simon thought as he browsed From the Deepest Pits of Hell, a grimoire about as disturbing as it was enlightening. It took the best bits of all of them and twisted them with miasma. 

His investigation into the Abyss had both progressed and reached a dead end. To their credit, the Church of the Light had compiled an enormous amount of documentation on the plane of existence, particularly the border area between the material plane and the Abyss’ depths. This area, called by different people as the Beyond, the Outer Darkness, or more commonly Hell, was the demesne of demons eager to manifest and prey on mortals. Priests spent centuries methodically investigating most types of demons, their weaknesses, and their methods of influence to better counter them. 

This taught him a few important tidbits. First of all, unlike eidolons, demons weren’t unique creatures empowered by faith; they were instead masses of miasma that adopted solid shapes in the Hell border by modeling themselves after the sins, fears, and nightmares of the mortals they preyed on. Souls and emotions were a delicacy to them, and the material plane a playground, but they required neither to exist. 

This meant that, unlike eidolons, most demons weren’t unique creatures; there were many succubi because countless demons chose to focus and prey on lust. Some did accumulate enough power and influence that they would transform into powerful, individualized entities mortals called archfiends, but they didn’t require worship to exist. 

To put it simply, demons were little more than glorified soul parasites.

Unfortunately, the Church had shown no interest in the lower depths of the Abyss beyond this threshold. And why would they? The denizens of those areas didn’t interact with the material world and crossing into those depths was considered suicide. Studies of the lower areas, where the laws of physics broke down, had been neglected. 

At least he confirmed that the Banisher spell sent the target to a rift between the planes rather than the Abyss itself, and whose denizens had often been called by Summoners or their Vassal Classes in the past. Mastemo had been overjoyed when Simon brought him this information. The High Confessor did appear to care for his Templars, or at least the best of them. 

Either way, it was becoming clearer and clearer that Simon needed to consult an expert diabolist if he wanted to make any progress on the Darkblood front, or understand the connection between the reigns and the Abyss. Consulting Justine Eligos without causing her to run away remained his best lead so far. 

However… Meredith had also informed him that the Queendom of Cocagne, as befitting a country under the Mage’s control, had collected an enormous library of spells. Considering Norbelle’s ability to receive visions remained a threat Simon could not ignore, going there could let him kill two birds with one stone. 

“Are you certain?” Simon mentally questioned Belzemine as he moved to the elevator leading up to the observatory. 

“I am sure, Your Majesty. I can reinforce the seal enough that it will resist for a time, but the damage is too extensive. I would need to unravel the seal and release the fiend to create a new, sturdier one… and I am not certain it would resist the influx of miasma from this Abraxas comet.”

“So permanent containment is not an option?” Simon had feared as much. At least this told him that releasing the Zodiac Fiends and then resealing them before the comet arrived might weaken them. “Then I want you to return to the capital for your next mission. There is a boy I want you to protect in my stead, Aegio. I will give you the necessary information once you leave Magvolia.”

“I will be on my way immediately, Your Majesty.”

Good. Simon was convinced that Shabram had taken measures to protect her child should anything happen to her, but it wouldn’t hurt to receive an elven archmage’s help on top of it. 

The elevator opened into a partially opened, domed room located right above the water megalith’s hall and just as splendid as it was. Paved with marble and crowned with a gilded roof, it welcomed multiple astronomy tools such as planispheres, celestial spheres, and boards showcasing various constellations. 

However, the true wonder of the room was its golden telescope.

Simon had never seen any other like this one. Built on a pivotal platform linked to massive gears, its colossal length could have rivaled a frigate’s mast, and its multicolored lens was wider than most doors. A throne was integrated into the structure to allow astrologers to sit and record their observations as they watched the night sky through the eyepiece. The Scales’ Zodiac Crystal had been embedded in a compartment near the star diagonal. 

“Right on time, Simon,” Mastemo welcomed him alongside Izulon and a cadre of Templars. “We were almost ready to begin.”

“Begin what, Your Excellency?” Simon’s gaze lingered on the Scales crystal. “Does it… does it power the telescope?”

“It will improve its ability to see through darkness,” Mastemo corrected him. “The object we seek to observe will not become visible in our sky before next year, but my astronomers believe it is already lurking at the edge of our solar system.”

Simon struggled to contain his excitement. Would he finally be able to observe Abraxas more closely? “How could they know that?”

“Circumstantial information indicates that some ancient comet sightings could refer to the same interstellar object visiting our sky every four hundred years or so… an object which I suspect is the black comet of your dreams,” Mastemo explained. “Its appearance is almost always a portent of some calamity or another.”

“The elven archives we gathered from the Lighthouse’s first occupants mention a comet sighting when the rift to the Abyss first opened, over a thousand years ago,” Izulon said. “Previous High Confessors built this observatory to observe similarly ominous celestial phenomena.”

“It will fall on us to pursue our forefathers’ work and assess the truth of the matter,” Mastemo declared as he sat on the telescope throne. “On other fronts, Simon, I have both good and bad news. While Princess Norbelle believes she can summon Beatrice back from the void, I have just learned Lady Shabram has been murdered.”

Simon’s jaw clenched, though not out of surprise. “The Spymistress? Murdered?”

Mastemo nodded sharply. “She was found in her study with her body drained like a husk and with a set of smoking Overlord brands on her corpse. It may be that the new Overlord, this ‘Casval Ashmodai’, used and then discarded her.”

Simon kept his mouth shut, biting his tongue and swallowing his guilt.

“Her Grace managed to recover the Dancer Crestone, but I fear this is the first act in what will become a dreadful civil war. We will need to act swiftly if the Church is to survive.” Mastemo studied Simon for a moment. “I understand your reluctance when it comes to sending Eole to Telluria, but I might need to send the two of you there regardless of the risks. Securing the beastmen tribes’ neutrality and ensuring they do not join with the War Party would minimize future bloodshed.”

“I will do as Your Excellency asks, but I warn against this course of action,” Simon warned him. “At least so long as the warlord Vouivre remains unaccounted for.”

“She and Louis will hopefully kill each other, if the Light is merciful.” Mastemo looked into the telescope’s star diagonal. “Proceed with the alignment.”

The gears beneath the telescope whirred and the platform pivoted, allowing the machine to gaze into the darkness between the distant stars. The moon was gone, leaving only islands of faint light adrift in an endless void. 

“Ah, I think I see it… what a dreadful rock this–” Mastemo froze, his tone wavering. “What is… what is this witchery?”  

Izulon frowned. “What do you see, Your Excellency?”

“No… this… this cannot be…” Mastemo’s hand feverishly gripped the telescope’s handle. “Mardok… from the start…” 

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine as he sensed that same feeling of familiarity coming from Mastemo, sharper and clearer; something both comforting and wrong in a way he couldn’t quite explain. 

“This is madness… pure madness…” The High Confessor looked away from the telescope and nearly stumbled once he rose from his throne, his hand touching his mirror-mask. Whatever he had seen had shaken him to his core. “This… we were all wrong… under our noses from the start…”

“Your Holiness?” one of his Templars asked out of concern. 

“I… I am well.” It was a lie, obviously. Mastemo held his head with both hands and seemed to struggle against a terrible headache. His voice grew sharper all of a sudden. “Quiet… I need a moment…” The High Confessor stared up at the night sky. “There has to be another explanation… it cannot be…”

Unable to suppress his curiosity any longer, nor the sinking feeling in his stomach, Simon sat on the throne before anyone could stop him. He gathered his breath, then looked into the star diagonal.

He gazed at Abraxas, the destroyer of worlds. 

The telescope’s vision was so clear, so sharp, that Simon could see it in every tiny detail, in all of its dark beauty and comforting coldness, this smooth orb of solid darkness blacker than the night it soared through. A tail of thick purple miasma followed in its wake to seed the cosmos with nightmares and corrupt life, while thin markings shone on its surface with the crimson fires of Hell itself. 

Part of Simon wanted to pull away, to avert his eyes from the awful truth Mastemo had glimpsed earlier, but he couldn’t. The comet called to him like a parent to a child, or a forgotten home embracing back the lost owners… or a kingdom called to its rightful ruler. His gaze was drawn to the miles of arcane markings carved on the celestial body’s surface, a script as complex as it was familiar, woven into a shape that resembled a face from a certain angle: a baleful, armored visage glaring at a universe whose inhabitants would forever live in fear of it, and where its tyrannical will would bend time itself to its whims. 

The black comet Abraxas was a Crestone. 

His Crestone.
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  The black comet was the Overlord Crestone. 

A small part of Simon had always suspected the truth since Asterion warned him that he, Mardok, and all the other Zodiac Fiends were shards of it shaped by mortal fears. Lauriane had warned him that she could never find a miasma crystal of sufficient potency to create Overlord Vassal Classes. 

Only the comet could have been powerful enough for the Overlord itself. 

“Simon?”

Had the comet always been the Overlord Crestone since it first visited this world in times immemorial, changing its nature to match the nightmares of terrorized mortals until a certain archdemon found a way to harness it? Or had Mardok somehow usurped it in an ultimate act of brilliant megalomania, bending the primal chaos that created him into a tool of evil with Elios Magnos’ assistance? What purpose did the Crimson Throne serve in everything? Was it a mere symbol? A decoy, or an anchor for the Dark? 

His vision was clouded with purple miasma, yet he couldn’t stop looking into the face of his Class, the shadow of his soul beckoning from the depths of the interstellar void…

“Lord Simon, your hand–”

The more Simon stared into the baleful visage of the Overlord Class, the more it drew him in. He sensed its will to dominate all life echo within him, its ceaseless hunger for power, its hatred for all those that would live without knowing the bitter sting of fear… 

“By the Light…”

It called out to him, inviting him into its dark embrace so that they could bring order and discipline to an aimless universe, promising him all the planes’ wealth and pleasures, tempting him with the fulfillment of all of his most sinister desires…

Simon wrenched himself free from Abraxas’ gaze and forced himself back to reality, stumbling from the throne and barely catching himself. He looked around and found that the Templars present were pointing their weapons at him. Izulon had put on his Scholar Class outfit, and Mastemo gripped his staff with fury. 

“What’s going–” Simon muttered, his hand reaching out for his forehead only to touch steel. The truth finally hit him then.   

Simon was in his Overlord Class outfit. 

His Class had come out in response to Abraxas’ call, revealing his true nature to everyone in the room and reveling in their dread. It refused to hide in the shadows when it could threaten, enslave, and intimidate. 

Realizing the danger, Simon immediately attempted to teleport back to Shabram’s safehouse, only for a higher power to cancel out the effect and trap him in place.  


Mastemo’s Holy Temple negated your teleportation.  



Simon cursed under his breath. If Mastemo’s Holy Temple worked like his Lord of the Demon Castle, then its powers affected individuals of a lower level. The High Confessor outclassed him in power.

And he was furious.

“From the start…” Simon could almost taste the bitter, cold anger in Mastemo’s voice. “You deceived us from the start… to think that your vile magic could let you violate oaths to the Light and deceive the megaliths themselves…”

“I did not lie about my visions, nor Louis’ treachery,” Simon insisted in an attempt to salvage the situation. “I had to–”

“Silence!” 

Mastemo never raised his voice, but his shout now echoed through the observatory, his words heavy with condemnation. 

“I trusted you! I believed in you! I welcomed you into these hallowed halls and did my best to let you feel welcomed, and you bit my hand in return like a viper!” His anger sounded utterly sincere, then gave way to bitterness. “To think I caressed the hope that you would be the next Paladin… that you could help us save this world and shepherd it to true peace… how could I be so blind…”

“We can still save the world together, Your Excellency,” Simon argued, his finger pointing at the nightsky. “That comet is the real threat! It will wake the Zodiac Fiends and unleash destruction upon us all, as it did time and time again across history! With my help, we can save–”

“Save? Save?! What can you save with your lies?!” Mastemo froze as a terrible idea crossed his mind. “You let your companions die on that mountain, didn’t you? Or did you kill them yourself to protect your shameful secret?” 

This wasn’t going well. “The Zodiac Fiend–”

“Spoke the truth!” Mastemo snapped back, his hand holding his mask. “I thought its story was unbelievable, that there was no way you could be the Overlord walking among us, but now… now I see you for what you are!” He raised his staff and pointed it at the night sky. “This… this abomination is the face of evil incarnate, and I see now why it chose you as its champion! You have Mardok’s gift for lies, Gargauth’s greed for secrets, and your father’s ruthlessness! You are a false savior that will lead us all to ruin!”

Wait, Exodeos’ spirit whispered to Mastemo behind Simon’s back? Was that why the High Confessor had tested out the limits of his Templar oath a few days ago? Only individuals capable of becoming hosts could hear those whispers. 

Something didn’t add up. 

“How could you hear a Zodiac Fiend’s whispers?” Simon asked, a chill traveled down his spine as he realized why the High Confessor had felt so familiar. It couldn’t be… “What shameful truth are you hiding under your mask, Your Excellency?”

Mastemo remained silent for a few seconds, then raised a finger at Simon. “Kill this heretic!” he ordered his Templars. “Kill–”

Simon immediately triggered his Dreadful Aura and cast a Chaos Wave that sent the Templars nearest to him flying back. The blast sent the telescope throne flying, hitting Izulon, while Mastemo slammed his staff against the floor to anchor himself.

Simon immediately sensed an immense weight suddenly pressing down on him. The burden of his sins and guilt moved from metaphysical to a physical reality, weakening him and draining him of his strength. 


Mastemo’s Holy Temple branded you as a heretic! All stats debuffed! Castigation status! You cannot recover lifeforce or mana! Your Light vulnerability has worsened!



Realizing fighting inside Mastemo’s home turf was suicidal, Simon attempted to summon his phantom steed in an attempt to escape, only for the Perk to fail. With no way out, he cast Devil’s Arm and extended his hand at Mastemo. His nail-claws grabbed the High Confessor’s mask before he could react and sank into its polished mirror surface. 

Hoping that the Cleric shared all spellcasters’ weakness to close-ranged combat, Simon then pulled the High Confessor towards him in an attempt to take him as a hostage. He managed to pull in the man an inch before a pillar of light appeared out of nowhere and struck Simon’s elbow with searing power. Pain spread through his incinerated flesh and bones, and his severed arm fell to the ground with a thump. 

Ugh, the Cleric could cast prayers nonverbally! Simon powered through the pain and covered his bleeding stump with his remaining hand as he furiously considered battle tactics… only to freeze. 

His claws had ripped off part of Mastemo’s mask. The piece covering the upper left part of his face was gone, allowing Simon to glimpse at the truth beneath it. 

A green eye glared at him behind a small tuft of pinkish hair that failed to obscure a cyan, shining stone stuck in the middle of his forehead. It was buried so deep in Mastemo’s wrinkled flesh that only the tip peeked out of his skin, but Simon immediately recognized its baleful gleam. 

A miasma crystal. 

“You’re one of them,” Simon realized in horror. 

“You know nothing, deceiver,” Mastemo replied, waving his hand at him. “Down with thee! Fall into the Abyss!”

And so Simon did.

The floor opened up beneath him, and he fell down into a smooth shaft as Mastemo reshaped the Lighthouse’s very structure. Simon immediately pointed his hand beneath him and cast Hellfire. The blast halted his descent, and Simon immediately tried to follow it up with another burst of flames in an attempt to fly out of the trap the same way he flew around Exodeos a few days back. 

He looked up to the exit, his gaze meeting Mastemo’s as he stared down at him with hatred and contempt. The High Confessor’s miasma crystal gleamed for a second, and a veritable waterfall poured down from his staff. 

The immensely powerful current hit Simon with violent force from above, gallons upon gallons of liquid crushing him and dragging him down. Neither Chaos Wave nor Hellfire sufficed to keep him up or repel the never-ending tide. The waterfall simply dragged him down and down towards the distant bottom. 

Simon plummeted down seven hundred floors to his death, like his father before him. 



The Crimson Throne cradled him back to the darkness between time, its laughter echoing through the emptiness. 

And why wouldn’t it laugh? The High Confessor and leader of the Church of the Light harbored a Zodiac Fiend crystal encrusted in his forehead. A literal demon hid under a veil of saintliness, and yet, when it looked into the darkness and faced the Overlord’s true visage…

He blinked. 

A host. Mastemo is a host. The mere thought still shook Simon to his core. How could nobody notice? On one hand, it partly explained why he knew so much about the Zodiac Fiends, why he collaborated with the Cobweb to collect them, and what happened to the crystal that should have been buried in the Lighthouse’s depths. On the other hand… It doesn’t make any sense. 

Why would the Cleric Crestone tolerate it? If it reacted like the Paladin and the Merchant had to Simon, then it should have rejected Mastemo as an unworthy host. The Noble Crestones had been created to oppose the Zodiac Fiends after all. Wielding it as a possessed man should have been unbearably painful. 

Could Mastemo have somehow suppressed the demon within his crystal with his Cleric powers, or bent it to his will rather than the other way around? Or did the fiend manipulate him so subtly, so intimately, that it could avoid detection? Simon only sensed a whiff of the Dark through his Overlord Class, so unnoticeable that nobody else may have sensed it, but certainly someone in the Church’s upper echelons should have picked up on something so huge at one point or another. Each and every Templar in the world possessed a Darksense of their own. 

Mastemo simply behaved way differently than the few hosts Simon had the misfortune of encountering so far. He was an anomaly, and a frightful one. Was it connected to the light megalith’s suspicious interactions with Miasmic Archmage? Did Balzam Magnos know? 

Either way… Mastemo seemed to have at least been partly sincere in his interactions with Simon, if his enraged reaction to the truth was any indication. He did truly appear to believe that Simon was a budding Visionary chosen by his god, and he was ready to smite his protégé when he strayed from his aspirations. 

So many secrets left to be uncovered, Simon thought, his soul facing the Crimson Throne. And I’m facing one right now. 

“What are you, really?” Simon snapped at the throne. “A compass for the reigns? A medium for Abraxas’ influence in this world? A glorified prop and retirement home for dead Overlord souls?”

The Crimson Throne answered him with amused silence, and a title worthy of this reign. 


This is the sixteenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Heretic.

The Heretic: You have made a mockery of the Cleric’s belief and shown him that faith is no armor against the Overlord. Your Dreadful Aura now suppresses the prayer spells of lower-leveled individuals caught in its range. 



Simon supposed it was a fitting Title, and one that might save his life should he ever cross the Church of the Light again. 

Simon awakened back in his room, the night outside dark and full of stars. He looked at the blackness between them, imagining Abraxas’ baleful visage staring back at him from across the cosmos. Now that he wasn’t trapped in a room with pissed-off Templars, Simon took a moment to breathe and think things through. 

Abraxas is the Overlord Crestone… but it can’t have always been that way. The Overlord Class only appeared after the Doom and Elios Magnos participated in its construction. Simon crossed his arms and pondered the timing. Mardok must have carved the arcane scripts upon it during its last passage.  

This would explain why Mardok helped the heroes and elves seal away his siblings. The other Zodiac Fiends might have interfered with the Overlord Class’ creation otherwise. They were obstacles Mardok had to remove in order to claim ultimate power.

This also provided a possible explanation for the increasing number of reigns over time and why Elios Magnos could guess their numbers from knowing the year alone: since Abraxas was the Overlord Crestone, the closer the comet was when a new Overlord was selected, the more energy it could spend on the time-loops. Mardok probably had the fewest because he spent so much power creating the actual mechanism in the first place.

Simon still had no idea how Mardok pulled off such a feat, or what purpose the Crimson Throne served, or how the reigns truly functioned… but he at least knew what powered the cycle now. Studying Abraxas’ arcane script should let him understand the Overlord Class’ blueprints.

Maybe I could even make Vassal Classes of the Overlord, Simon thought. Classes capable of following me through the reigns without triggering the failsafe. It would be a relief to have someone like Lauriane at my side to save the world.

Still, it was a miles-wide Crestones the size of a meteor. The sheer complexity of the arcane script, not to mention the difficulties in actually observing the comet, boggled the mind. It would require constant access to a telescope as powerful as the Lighthouse’s, not to mention that he might be unable to see the entire thing from the planet the same way a part of the moon above remained forever unseen. 

Lying to Mastemo and playing the role of the faithful would only get him so far, since a single mistake might get him exposed, interrupted, and killed. It would be easier if Simon could either seize the telescope permanently or create his own. 

Studying Abraxas will either take a very long time and resources I do not have yet, or confronting Elios Magnos, Simon thought. Unlocking my Darkblood potential would help. Going to Eligos could be a solution…

Unfortunately, there was one potential unknown he had to address: Norbelle.

Her ability to peer through the reigns could be both an asset and a grievous threat, since she was perhaps one dream away from learning the truth about him and warning Euphemia in turn. The fact that she hadn’t had one of those yet didn’t mean it wouldn’t eventually happen, considering how much of an anomaly she was. Not to mention that the Church Party’s association with the Zodiac Fiends was awfully suspicious…

Assessing the threat Norbelle represented early would prevent many future headaches, not to mention studying her closely would let him understand how Darkblood and Visionary powers interacted with the reigns, which might ease things with Justine Eligos. Going to Cocagne would let him explore their library too and probably learn more about the Abyss or Abraxas. 

At worst, I can learn Tier V spells, Simon thought. Maybe find more about the Mage Crestone. It should have useful Perks to help with my research. 

Once his decision was made, Simon first called the Keeper to confirm whether or not it knew anything about Abraxas’ true nature—it didn’t—and then teleported into Shabram’s office. Seeing her working on her desk, alive and whole, tugged at Simon’s heartstrings. 

She wouldn’t die for him ever again. 

“Lord Simon?” she asked with a frown. 

“My father is dead at Louis’ hand, but he bequeathed me everything,” Simon declared upon putting on his Class outfit. Shabram blinked in surprise, but quickly recovered. “I am the new Overlord, as was his plan, and I have need of you.”

Shabram nodded sharply, her allegiance shifting like the wind. “What do you require, Your Majesty?”

“Two things. First, I need to learn all that we have gathered on Cocagne politics and my father’s plan to take it over.” Simon would then edit the Overlord testament to fit it and cover his bases. “And second… I need access to a large number of cattle.” 

For perhaps the first time since he met her, the great spymistress Shabram looked at loss for words. “Cattle, Your Majesty?”

“I can settle for sheep too,” Simon added, his fist clenched in fiery determination. “I’m going to brand them all.”

No more accidental draining.
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  “–considering the key strategic necessity of binding Cocagne to our cause in the pursuit of House Magnos’ worldwide dominion, it is my will that my bastard son Simon be put to use on the matter should this campaign remain incomplete at the moment of my demise,” the Keeper read out loud. “He shall be sent there with an appropriate Crestone in order to serve and assist my trueborn daughter Norbelle, whether as a marriageable asset or a soldier, or to be executed should he refuse to behave.”

Simon feigned a gasp, while Lauriane paled in horror and Thalas smiled wickedly.

“Looks like Father found a use for you, bastard!” Thalas taunted him.

Simon ignored the jab and observed the only person present whose opinion mattered. Euphemia herself frowned, her gaze undecipherable as Shabram leaned over to whisper words in her ear. Simon saw her nod at the spymistress right before everyone’s attention focused on the Keeper’s next words.

“–as a test of my children’s worthiness, I do hereby bequeath my Class to the sole daughter of Gargauth, Vouivre Ashmodai,” it said, to the astonishment of all the people present. “Let whoever slays her and complete the extermination of that fallen bloodline ascend to the Crimson Throne.”

The room erupted into shouts and gasps, “Vouivre?!” “Gargauth has a daughter?!” “A competition?!”

So far, Simon had mostly named Casval in his will as the heir since it took out a threat to Anna’s life, ensured he got killed—no grudge was ever too small to settle—and led the War Party to track down Vouivre anyway. However, the dragon warlord always managed to avoid death and remain a threat in spite of those measures. Simon was curious to learn what would happen if he fully mobilized House Magnos against her. The name Ashmodai would ensure Casval ended up on everyone’s hit list either way.

Most of the people present all but ran through the doors in their hurry to get a lead on the hunt for Vouivre, with Simon doing his best to avoid glancing at Mastemo. Could Euphemia and Norbelle have honestly missed the demon host right next to them? Maybe they knew and were using his secret to blackmail him… it was something to explore during this reign at least.

“When we meet again, bastard, I will be Overlord,” Thalas told Simon on his way out. “And with luck, you’ll be dead.”

Simon squinted at his half-brother. “Will either make you happy, Thalas?”

Thalas frowned at the question. “Yes,” he said, a bit more hesitantly than he would have if it were entirely true. “Yes, of course it will!”

Simon watched his former bully leave without a word. His contempt for the small, petty man was barely matched by the pity he now inspired in him, chasing the shadow and affection of a man who never respected his son.

In the end, only Euphemia, Shabram, and Lauriane remained behind. The empress dowager pitilessly stared at him, while Simon’s half-sister stepped forward.

“Don’t you even dare, Your Grace,” Lauriane warned threateningly.

“You have heard my husband’s will, Lauriane, as did all of the generals,” Euphemia replied coldly. “They will act on that testament even if I do not. That man treated us all as pieces.”

“This was a shrewd move from His Majesty,” Shabram pointed out, “As I have told Her Grace, although we have secured a royal engagement for Princess Norbelle, King-Consort Filip remains suspicious of our activities and might gather more support in Cocagne’s senate to oppose us. Sending another of His Majesty’s children to the Queendom would convince his wife that we are serious about peace and grant us more leverage in negotiations.”

“But I don’t want to be shipped off to Cocagne!” Simon ‘protested.’ “I was told I could attend the Academy!”

“You should know by now that few people in this world can do as they please,” Euphemia replied, her eyes meeting his own. “Do you know what your father told me when I asked for your head after you dared to punch my son Thalas in the face?”

Simon scowled. He never did learn why his father had saved him that day. “No.”

“He replied, ‘Why would I execute the man of the two?’” Euphemia sneered in disdain. She obviously still resented her husband for that insult years later. “So prove yourself worthy of that lofty compliment if you wish to keep your head. While I consider this matter settled, my son has not forgotten that slight and he will act upon it when given the opportunity.”

“None of you vipers will touch him,” Lauriane threatened the empress. Every reign reminded Simon why she was his favorite sister. “I won’t let you–”

“Wait,” Simon cut in, glaring at Euphemia. “Father’s will says I will get a Crestone, and that I am to help Norbelle in Cocagne. That’s all.”

Euphemia frowned. “What is your point?”

“That means I will be free to go with the Crestone once Cocagne falls under Endymion’s control,” Simon replied. “I just need to help Norbelle with her mission, and then we’re done.”

“You will no longer be our concern should you achieve this feat, yes,” Euphemia conceded. “I do not care whether you choose to join the Academy or disappear afterwards.”

Lauriane looked at him with concern. “Simon, are you sure about this?”

“I don’t want to give her or Thalas any excuse, or you to be in trouble because of me,” Simon replied earnestly. “You’ll already have your hands full.”

“Still…” Lauriane clenched her jaw, torn between concern and practicality.

Euphemia studied Simon for a moment before turning in Shabram’s direction. “You said one of our prisoners has a Scholar Crestone?”

“Yes indeed.”

“Then he may have it. Cocagne prizes spellcasters above all else, but scribes are still honored. He might prove useful to my daughter as a clerk or assistant.” Euphemia walked past Simon and Lauriane without sparing them much of a glance. “I leave you to arrange his transportation, Shabram.”

Are you that eager to get me out of your hair and so confident that I am no threat to your daughter’s ambitions, Your Grace? Simon wondered as he watched her leave. Such a poor Judge of character. 

“I’m… I’m sorry, Simon,” Lauriane apologized.

Simon cracked a smile. “Just make sure Thalas doesn’t get the Overlord Class, and I will forgive you.”

“Do not worry about that. Louis will put this Vouivre into the ground and that upstart empress in her place.” Lauriane then glared at Shabram. “If anything happens to Simon, I will hold you personally responsible.”

“I will keep it in mind, Your Highness,” Shabram replied with a pleasant smile, knowing everything had gone exactly according to her master’s plan.

Simon now had a perfect excuse to join Norbelle’s retinue and leave for Cocagne without arousing suspicion, and obtained a Class that could let him hide some of his abilities. Although Scholars traded pure spellcasting progression for analytical abilities, few would raise an eyebrow if Simon suddenly discovered some surprising affinity for spellcasting thanks to it… or why he would one day request access to Cocagne’s grand library.

Simon would be sure to thank Lorimor for his donation in a later reign.



Simon spent the next few days preparing for his departure.

The first thing he did was to have Shabram arrange Eole’s ‘disappearance.’ He met with her in secret, freed her, gave her his prophet spiel, and then sent her on her way for her own safety. As much as he appreciated her company, the links between the Cobweb and the Church of the Light might cause the former to track her down or cause issues down the line. At least Leonard and Meredith would stay with him for this trip.

The second thing he did was to meet with Belzemine to arrange the same anti-elf conspiracy operation he ran last reign. And the third…

“Here are the cattle you requested, Your Majesty,” Shabram said as she introduced him to a barn at the edge of Marthrone. Twelve cows idled within their enclosure. “I purchased them alongside the farm to ensure they are not disturbed. They possess strong mana reserves for their kind and won multiple prizes at dairy shows.”

“Excellent,” Simon said before putting on his Overlord outfit and addressing the cows, his Unquestionable Ruler Perk ensuring they would submit to his will. “Can you understand me, ladies of the plains?”

His All-Seeing Perk translated his words into whatever language cattle used, causing the cows to perk up and stare at him. “Moo, are you the new nourisher?” one of them asked. “The hand that feeds?”

Simon had learned in Telluria that creatures like hellhounds could be branded so long as they verbally agreed to bear a brand out of their own free will. It was time to confirm whether or not this applied to normal animals, too.

“I am your new master, and a gift I offer you: brands that do not hurt and reward instead!” Simon opened his hand and manifested a Brand of Lust. “Accept it, and you shall never grow hungry again! You shall be free of age and disease, healthy and eternal!”

The cows mooed in enthusiasm, to Shabram’s amusement. Simon proceeded to brand them one after another. This confirmed he could probably mark any beast or monster, should they submit to his will.

“I cannot help but wonder why your father never made much use of those brands, especially if the Overlord can use them to restore themself,” Shabram pointed out once he completed his task.

“My guess is that since brands create a soul-bond between the branded and me, it can create vulnerabilities others can exploit,” Simon said. “Still, I doubt anyone will expect the Overlord to keep a barn of cows to heal himself with.”

“I will ensure your cows are kept in a secure and innocuous location.” Shabram crossed her arms. “Is there anything else Your Majesty wishes for?”

Simon nodded. “Do you know of any ability that can breach through anti-teleportation wards?”

Shabram stroked her chin. “May I ask what Your Majesty has in mind?”

Because I am sick of having my escape routes cut off. “I suspect I will face opponents who can block teleportation within a certain area, and I would rather avoid being trapped.”

“I see.” Shabram pondered his question before confessing her ignorance. “I unfortunately do not know much about the subject. The Summoner has Perks that let them summon allies inside teleportation-warded areas, but I do not know if they can teleport out of one. I have also read reports that the Adventurer has a teleportation ability of some kind, but its range and limits remain to be assessed.”

Oh? A pity that they had disappeared then. Simon guessed it could be worth investigating whether or not that Perk would be a good addition to his collection. “Is there no empowered teleportation gem that can break through such boundaries?”

“Not that I know of. Teleportation gems are extremely rare and costly, with only high-level crafters and spellcasters being capable of manufacturing them. Moreover, the fact that they need to imprint on a given location and shatter after a single use makes extensive use of them extremely impractical. Current imperial research focuses on finding cheaper methods to mass-produce or at least recycle them rather than improving their potency.”

Simon guessed that made sense. Only House Magnos, Duchar, Mastemo, and Alphonse’s party had made use of those gems, and they carried a mere handful of those for extreme emergencies even then.

“I want Imperial Intelligence to commission an improved teleportation gem project and research methods to break through anti-teleportation wards,” Simon ordered Shabram. Even if they couldn’t complete it in this reign, he could remember the information and carry it to a future loop to continue it. “Keep me constantly updated on its development.”

“As Your Majesty wishes.”

“There is another thing that bothers me.” Simon crossed his arms. “You know I can use brands to drain the life of others, yet you willingly accept them.”

Shabram smiled back. “I am confident I will be more of use to Your Majesty in my current capacity than as a sacrifice.”

She would be very right under normal circumstances, but her words only filled Simon with guilt. The risk he would forget himself in the heat of combat would remain a constant threat, and he should not take her for granted.

“Is there something you wish for, Shabram?” Simon inquired.

“I am quite happy as I am, Your Majesty. I simply seek to continue serving in my current capacity.”

“I know that,” Simon replied. “I was thinking more of a gift for you or Aegio, as a token of gratitude for your services.”

His proposal seemed to take Shabram slightly aback, probably because Balzam Magnos never offered anyone something like that. She pondered his proposal for a moment, studying him in silence until she reached a decision.

“There is a favor I might ask from Your Majesty,” she admitted. “However, I would rather wait until you sit on the Crimson Throne and rule in the open before claiming it.”

“I see.” Simon guessed it had to be an official Overlord decree or a request that had to be backed with state power. “Very well. We can continue this discussion when I return later.”

“Your airship is ready to depart anytime, as are your retainers,” Shabram informed him. “It will deliver you to the capital of Fabliau. I have compiled detailed briefings on Cocagne’s history, geography, and political situation so you can arrive prepared.”

“Then let’s not waste any time. I am ready.”

—--

Although he had already read much about Cocagne in the past, Simon spent the flight catching up on its greater intricacies.

A Magocracy at its core, Cocagne’s government was divided into three main branches: the royal family, led by its Queen and guardian of the nation’s Noble Crestones; a legislative body called the Senate, which represented the cities, economic sectors, and noble families of the country; and the Magisterium, an order of spellcasting judges magically enforcing the laws of the land through an army of golems. The head of the state was the Queen, who wielded the Mage Crestone, and whose husband always received the Ranger Crestone. The King-Consort was selected from a tournament open to every citizen and where magic was forbidden, which in theory ensured the country’s mightiest and most competent warrior would defend the nation from outside threats.

In practice, Cocagne’s powerful spellcasting noble families held much influence over the Senate and Magisterium, and King-Consorts were usually selected from non-magician members of their lineages. The Queen held great power, true, but she wasn’t an absolute monarch like Endymion’s Overlord and had to placate powerful factions to keep the peace.

According to Shabram’s reports, the country was actually somewhat divided between an ‘Militarist’ faction supporting King Filip, who advocated a stronger response to Endymion’s expansion by allying with the White Unicorn or offensive actions to check their power; and an ‘Autonomist’ faction gathered behind the Queen, who pushed for economic integration with the empire as an allied state while preserving their autonomy.

It’s like a microcosm of Endymion, Simon mused as he continued to read the reports. The Autonomist faction had apparently gained ground in Cocagne’s senate due to King Filip’s inability to provide his wife with a daughter to continue the royal bloodline, which in turn led to Norbelle’s engagement to Cocagne’s Prince Verdis. And so the noose is cast.

Males couldn’t inherit Cocagne’s throne on paper, so the prince’s engagement to Norbelle shouldn’t threaten the Queendom’s stability… but if she were to give birth to a daughter while Remedia continued to fail to conceive a female heir, then Endymion could push a Magnos-blooded claimant on the throne and eventually assimilate the country.

This particular scheme wouldn’t yield gains until a few years at best and included a lot of uncertainties, but Norbelle seemed convinced she could hasten along the process somehow. Simon had the suspicion it involved getting rid of King Filip, though he would need to see what his half-sister had planned first.

“We are approaching the Deadlands, Your Highness,” Meredith warned him.

Simon looked through the airship’s porthole. Endymion’s southern region of Navarre was mostly a heat-scorched desert with oases of arable land, but the frightful Deadlands that separated it from Cocagne was a veritable sea of sand devoid of life or landmarks besides half-buried ruins and desolate mountains. History books said the whole region used to be a verdant forest until Overlord Gargauth set the local manatrees on fire during his great continental purge of all other dragons, at which point the region underwent a complete ecological collapse. Only goblinoid bandit tribes inhabited the area nowadays.

Ironically enough, this ‘natural’ barrier created by the Second Overlord had been one of the main obstacles to the Third’s efforts to expand southward. Only airships could reliably cross it.

They flew well into the night and the next day, at which point they were intercepted by Cocagne’s defenders.

The Queendom had few to no airships, since Endymion and Muse had a near monopoly on this technology, but it had plenty of golems and magical constructs to call upon. The two that arrived to escort Simon’s vessel nearly gave him a heart attack when he saw their wings and draconic profiles, only to breathe in a sigh of relief when he saw they were covered in gleaming metal rather than scales. Two machines the size of Casval’s true form soared above the clouds, their joints made of cogs and gears, their wings thin sails of enchanted cloth, and their hearts boiling steam furnaces. They breathed no fire at the airship, but they did flank and force it to follow a certain itinerary.

Cocagne then soon came into view.

Its landscape couldn’t be any more different to the Deadlands. It was lush and verdant as far as the eye could see, with farmfields and vineyards fed by waterways improved by spellcasters. They flew over bucolic villages and great cities, then approached the great capital of Fabliau.

Located on a river delta where the Queendom’s two main rivers flowed into the sea, it was roughly the size of Valne’s port of Rosanne, where Simon once spent a reign with Eole and Belzemine. Protected by a great ring of fortifications and connected to the riverbeds by two great bridges, it was quite the lovely sight, with white spires spewing multicolored smoke from crafter forges and spiraling iridescent domes glittering in the sunlight. The Cocagne Palace, home to the royal family, towered over the city’s heart. While its many marble and whitestone towers were quite elegant, Simon had to admit it didn’t hold a candle to Frightwall’s demonic majesty or the Lighthouse’s towering glory… if not for one detail.

It was flying.

The royal palace was floating roughly thirty meters above a complex set of waterways connecting the city’s districts, hovering in place thanks to some kind of miraculous enchantments that left Simon dazzled. His thoughts immediately turned to the kish’s floating sanctuary in the sky. Did a similar process keep this castle afloat, or was the Mage so talented that a spell of theirs could defy gravity itself like Exodeos had?

Their airship landed at a ‘landing pier’ near the castle, where they were ‘welcomed’ by a set of clockwork-powered golems in gilded steel armor. Norbelle came to greet him alongside her personal bodyguards and a handsome teenager of fourteen, maybe fifteen years old, with brown hair, deep purple eyes, and pimples on his cheeks. He was tall and sharp like a spear, and dressed in traditional garb bearing Cocagne’s phoenix heraldry.

“My dear half-brother, I am so glad to see you!” Norbelle greeted him with a warm smile that immediately set off alarm bells. She took Simon’s hand into her own and then kissed him on not one, but both cheeks. “Did you have a pleasant flight?”

“It was… pleasant enough.” This was either an impostor, or Norbelle was playing the loving little sister role for her audience. Simon decided to play along for now. “I’m glad to see you too, Norbelle. I’ve missed you greatly.”

“I can’t wait to show you around this beautiful country.” She then ‘remembered’ her companion. “Where are my manners? Let me introduce you to my fiancé, Crown-Prince Verdis of Cocagne!”

“I’m just a prince, Norbelle,” Verdis replied shyly, gallantly putting a hand on his chest and saluting Simon. “It is an honor to meet you, Prince Simon.”

“I am no trueborn prince, I’m afraid,” Simon replied.

“Nonsense!” Norbelle said with a small laugh, her hand gripping his own tightly. “You may have been born on the wrong side of the sheets, but you have always been our kin since we were children!”

Yes, your mother and brother loved me so much that they wanted my head on a spike. Simon forced himself to smile. “That takes me back… I hope they haven’t treated you too poorly here.”

“Trust me, Fabliau has become a second home to me, and it will become yours too before you know it,” Norbelle lied before inviting him to come along. “Come, I’ll show you our quarters.”

“I could show your brother around too,” Verdis said eagerly.

“Verdis, you know your father will complain if you skip training again,” Norbelle said, her gentle smile sweeter than honey. “I’ll come by with Simon as soon as we drop off his belongings. I’m sure you’ll enjoy sparring with him.”

Verdis’ eyes lit up with excitement. “You’re a warrior too, Simon?”

“I’ve received training, but I wouldn’t call myself a warrior,” Simon replied politely.

“He’s too modest to boast,” Norbelle said as she dragged Simon away from the prince. “Later, Dear!”

Simon followed Norbelle as she guided them to a set of three lavish guest bedrooms on the third floor of the castle with a splendid view of the city below them. Each was furnished with finely crafted beds with woolen blankets, cabinets, and chairs. Norbelle ‘kindly’ asked Meredith and Leonard to take care of Simon’s belongings, then invited him inside her own room for a private chat.

“Ugh, what a moron,” Norbelle said the moment her Endymian guards closed the doors behind them. “He’s like a puppy dog I cannot kick! Insufferable!”

There’s the Norbelle I know, Simon thought. “I take it that this room is warded against divination or eavesdropping?”

“My dear Simon, always quick on the uptake.” Norbelle sat and crossed her legs, her sweet and loving sister mask gone in an instant. “So Father is dead?”

Simon took the fact that she needed to ask rather than having already seen it in a dream as a good sign. “Yes. He sent me here in his will.”

“Which means you're now my… servant?” Norbelle put a finger on her lower lip. “You must do everything and anything I ask?”

“Everything that helps you with your mission,” Simon replied, establishing boundaries. “Don’t push it, Norbelle.”

“Am I dreaming, or are you talking back to me right now? Getting bolder as you age, brother?” Norbelle seemed more amused than anything. “Of course, we must keep our minds on the mission. I would have preferred to have Dassein here, but…” Her eyes traveled up and down Simon’s body. “You might do. You might do nicely…”

Something about her smile sent shivers down Simon’s spine. “Do what?”

“I have a question for you, Simon. A question whose answer will determine the entire course of this Queendom’s future.” Norbelle’s teeth showed behind her lips as she learned forward. “Are you into older women?”
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  “So your grand plan to take over the Queendom…” Simon shuddered, “Is to pimp me out?”

“Pimp out?” Norbelle raised an eyebrow. “Who said anything about you getting paid for your good work?”

Simon resisted the urge to facepalm. “That cannot possibly be your plan…”

“My ideal plan would be to push a young, handsome prince with superior Magnos blood into Remedia’s bed,” Norbelle replied. “Dassein would have been my pick, maybe my dear brother Thalas if all else failed. We could have then presented Cocagne with the same tributary vassal deal we offered Fablan, Scaland, and Bujan beforehand.”

“And you could break off your engagement with Prince Puppy.”

“That is a sacrifice I am ready to make, and for which I will be eternally thankful for.”

“That plan is doomed to fail from the start,” Simon argued. “Only Cocagnian citizens can become the Queen’s consort, which means we imperial foreigners are excluded. Moreover, I am a bastard without a Noble Crestone. I am no match for a queen.”

“Simon, my poor, naive Simon, you don’t understand.” Norbelle smiled smugly. “We don’t need a marriage, or even for someone to seduce Remedia. We just need to make Filip feel threatened enough that he will slip up and do something stupid.” 

Simon’s eyes widened as he put two and two together. “Ah, I see. You plan to sideline the Militarists.”

Norbelle nodded, her wicked grin widening. “I have been watching Filip closely since the moment I arrived. The man may project an image of strength, but deep down, he feels deeply insecure about his position. He has failed to sire a daughter to keep the royal bloodline going, and I hear the royal couple hardly shares a bedroom nowadays. I’ve also caught Remedia paying close attention to the more handsome members of her Wildguard when she thought no one was looking, though she stops just shy of acting on her whims.”

Times like this reminded Simon that Norbelle was truly her father’s daughter. And she also shared Louis’ uncanny perceptiveness when it came to detecting human weaknesses. 

“Since Cocagne is a Queendom, all criticisms are pointed Filip’s way,” Norbelle concluded. “He has no shortage of competitors inside the country lusting for his throne and wife. The mere threat of the queen entertaining an affair with a foreign imperial… now that will drive him up the wall.”

“You’ll plant evidence of an affair even if nothing happens, to ensure a scandal and further drive a wedge between the factions,” Simon guessed. 

“Either Filip will walk away shamed by horns too big for his head, or the Militarists will do something stupid that will give us an excuse to sideline them,” Norbelle confirmed. “We’ll see if Remedia takes a liking to you. Failing that, Cocagne has a few ‘moderate’ noble houses unaffiliated with either the Militarists or Autonomists, and who could swing our way with the right incentive.” 

“Like a marriage to a Magnos prince.” Simon scoffed, his arms crossed. “A pity I was born on the wrong side of the blanket.”

“We’ll give you some piece of land to call your own, name you a baron or count, and call it a day. Cocagne’s nobles don’t put as much weight on birthright as those in Endymion.” Norbelle played with her hair. “It could be your best chance to leave the empire and House Magnos behind. You can thank me for it later.”

Did she honestly think that would sweeten the deal for him? Then again, Norbelle only knew the Simon Magnos who had wanted nothing more than to get out of Frightwall and vanish. That boy was gone the day he became the Overlord. 

This implied she didn’t know the truth, or at least hadn’t dreamed of it yet. Simon guessed his best bet to get a handle on Norbelle would be to bait her. She hadn’t actively tried to kill him in any reign—besides that time when they ended up on opposing sides of the Goetia Research Facility’s siege—and she was the kind of person who liked to poke things with a stick to see how they reacted. 

“What can you tell me about Remedia as a person?” Simon inquired. 

“She’s a wise woman, wise enough to see the writing on the wall,” Norbelle said. “She has watched Father topple one kingdom after another until Cocagne became a fortress surrounded on all sides, and she has no daughter to take over after her. She knows we could conquer her land too, even if it would cost us, and that her demise might throw the country into civil war; so she tries to placate us without surrendering her crown.”

Which explained her support for the Church Party when all hell broke loose. Leaving the War Party in power meant Cocagne would face an invasion the moment their own civil war concluded. A plan began to form in Simon’s mind, though it would mean altering his anti-elf conspiracy plot. 

“What of her faith?” Simon inquired. “I know Cocagne is multicultural, but what of her private beliefs?”

“She is a follower of a syncretic, polytheistic branch of the Holy Orthodoxy that puts the Light as the supreme deity and eidolons such as the Phoenix as lesser gods, though her faith is secondary to politics.” Norbelle raised an eyebrow. “Why that question, silly brother of mine?” 

“I may have an idea on how to get in her good graces,” Simon replied with a thin smile. Her belief in the Light, however grounded in practicality, opened up an opportunity. “Can you arrange an audience with her?”

Now he had aroused her curiosity. “What do you have in mind?”

“No, no, it wouldn’t be any fun if you knew beforehand, sister,” Simon teased her. “I can guarantee you it will be very funny.”

As he guessed, Norbelle couldn’t resist the lure of novelty. “What has changed about you, Simon?” She asked, a finger on her lower lip. “Since when have you become interesting?”

“You will find out soon enough,” Simon replied, smiling ear to ear. “Can it be arranged?”

“Maybe… Remedia often visits her son’s training sessions, which is why I planned to showcase you then… see if she liked the goods.” Norbelle bolted out of her seat and then leaned in close to Simon’s ear. “For our sake, I hope she likes what she sees…”

She will, sister, Simon thought. I guarantee that.



Cocagne’s royal family loved to train in the palace’s royal gardens.

According to Norbelle, part of the King-Consort’s duties was to lead the Queen’s personal guard, the aptly named Wildguard; each of whom carried a Ranger Vassal Class. That responsibility fell to the eldest prince should his father ever be incapacitated. 

Simon and Norbelle arrived to find Verdis sparing with his father under the watch of royal bodyguards and an enormous silver wolf bigger than a warhorse. Simon immediately spotted the family resemblance between them: same brown hair shaved on the sides, same aquiline nose, except that Filip had a goateed face and a handful of fierce scars. He looked vigorous, especially in his wool and leather ensemble that fit a hunter better than a king. He easily disarmed his son with a swing of his curved wooden waster. 

“How many times do I have to tell you, Verdis? Control my central line,” the King said before spotting the Magnos siblings. “Princess.” His shrewd, brown eyes squinted at Simon. “Lord Simon, I presume?”

Simon had spent enough time around the likes of Thalas that he could tell that the man had taken an immediate dislike of him, which was solidified when the silver wolf spoke up. 

“That one is a trained killer, brother,” the wolf said. “I can see it in his eyes and he walks like a manticore on the hunt. Don’t drop your guard around him.” 

Nobody reacted to those accusations except for Filip, who nodded to himself. Simon guessed the Ranger gained a Passive Perk similar to the Overlord’s ability to understand all languages. 

“A pleasure to meet you, King Filip,” Simon said with a polite bow and a smile, his eyes turning to the wolf. “Is this your animal companion?”

“Chastel has been my blood-brother for over sixteen years, yes,” Filip said while assessing Simon the way a huntsman would size up a deer. “Why have you come here?”

“To help Verdis’ training, Father,” Norbelle replied sweetly, though Filip scowled when she called him that. “My brother was trained in Endymion’s style of combat. I thought he could become a great sparring partner.” 

“Of course!” Verdis replied eagerly, swinging his training sword at Simon. “Do you know how to handle a sword?”

“I prefer the morning star myself, or a mace,” Simon admitted, “But I can handle myself with a sword.”

“We shall see about that,” Filip said sharply, nodding at a guard who then tossed a waster to Simon. “Begin.”

The ‘spar’ lasted less than a minute, which was roughly the time it took for Verdis to run at Simon while screaming like a berserker, tripping when Simon dodged and kicked him in the leg, and then having a waster pointing at his throat. 

“Ouch!” Prince Verdis complained with a grin. “You could have gone easy on me in front of Norbelle!”

“I doubt an enemy will go easy on you, should you have the misfortune of facing a foe seeking your life,” Simon warned him before offering his hand. “You rushed in too fast. Try to size up the enemy and wait for an opening.”

“Wise words,” Filip said, though his compliment had no warmth to it. “You have been well-trained, Prince Simon.”

Norbelle smiled mischievously. “I dare say even you would be no match for him, Father.”

It was a lie, and obviously a trap, but Filip couldn’t exactly take that not-so-subtle jab lying down in front of his son and guards. “Is that so?” he asked, readying his own training waster. “I shall be the judge of that.”

Simon exchanged a glance at Norbelle, who winked and briefly looked up. He followed her gaze to a balcony on the fourth floor.

A goddess stood there, watching with two golems standing side by side behind her. 

Simon was briefly at a loss for breath when he saw the ethereal, divine creature observing him from above. Standing nearly six-feet in height with a curvaceous body that put Euphemia, Cassandra, and Anna combined to shame, she had pristine skin and a lush figure that her silken dress and purple-blue regal mantle revealed and covered in just the right ratio to inflame desire. Her lilac eyes were like stars fluttering above her fan, her long purple hair tied into an elegant bun held by a crystal tiara, and her unblemished face the fairest Simon had ever seen. A necklace of over a dozen Crestones bound together glittered around her neck beneath two golden manalith earrings.

She has to be using a spell to bolster her beauty, Simon thought, though no notification warned him that his Indomitable Crown had stopped an alluring enchantment or glamour. No wonder Balzam was obsessed with her. 

“My queen,” Filip said with a bow, quickly imitated by everyone present. 

“Mother!” Verdis sheepishly scratched the back of his head. “Did you see me?”

“I did, Verdis. There is no shame in yielding to a superior opponent, so long as you learn from it.” Damn it, even her voice had a seductive, feline quality to it, and her smile had a genuine warmth to it. “Please, do not let my presence distract you.”

Filip scowled, his back and posture noticeably tensing. Norbelle, meanwhile, leaned in to whisper into her half-brother’s ear. “Just last as long as you can,” she said, her hand touching his back. “Put on a passable show, if not a good one.”

Simon immediately sensed a power flowing into him the moment she touched his shoulder, so subtle he doubted anyone else noticed it.


Azulbolla granted you his boon. Your stats have increased, resistance to Lightning increase–



“Sneaky sister,” Simon whispered, smiling. “Cancel it.”

Norbelle blinked. “What did you say?”

“I said cancel the boon,” Simon replied confidently. “I don’t need it, and it will ruin the surprise.”

Norbelle raised an eyebrow, a thin smile on her lips. “You’re taking an awful risk.”

“What’s life without a little wager now and then?” Simon replied. “Besides, Remedia will notice…”

“What are you mumbling about?” Filip asked with a scowl. 

“Nothing,” Norbelle said, removing her hand and stripping Simon of his buff. “I was wishing my brother good luck.”

Don’t make me regret this, her tone implied. Everyone took a step back and formed a ring, leaving the two duelists alone in the middle. 

“Ready?” the King-Consort asked curtly. His tone told Simon that the Ranger expected to make quick work of him. 

Simon nodded, and Filip rushed him in a dash of speed. 

Simon took a step backward and met the charge with a slash, the wasters clashing. He sensed he had become a little bit stronger than when he completed his Templar trial at the Lighthouse, enough to hold his ground against a more muscled opponent even as the clash sent a jolt through his arm.  

Simon had confirmed that Class improvements to base stats did carry across the reigns, since the meager extra points he gained from his six Templars levels showed on his system screen. These improvements were so tiny that it would likely take mastering multiple Classes to see a noticeable difference, but it at least meant he could benefit from leveling up Scholar.

However, those meager stat gains hardly compensated for the lack of a Class outfit. What made the difference was Simon’s Warmonger Perk and figurative experience earned from multiple drills with his retainers or Beatrice. He countered the blow with another whose strength took Filip aback and staggered him for a brief instant, though he was quick to anticipate the next slash. Verdis and the Wildguard cheered on Filip, whereas Norbelle simply watched with a grin.  

Simon could tell that Filip’s Ranger Class had granted him an Advanced Proficiency Perk, since they matched each other blow for blow. Filip struck with blinding speed and genuine skill, but Simon’s defense—honed through the reigns—remained impregnable. 

He’s quicker on his feet and faster, and just as strong as I am, Simon thought, but I do not tire. 

He would drain a tiny bit of his cows’ lifeforce to replenish himself when exhaustion threatened him, whereas Filip began to sweat and pant slightly. Simon sensed a weakness and countered with a blow whose impact caused the Ranger to grunt. Now it was his turn to move on the offense, forcing Filip back with a sudden and relentless flurry of blows that silenced his supporters. Filip attempted a counterattack by aiming for his head, but Simon simply pulled his head back and struck him in the chest with a heavy blow. 

The ‘spar’ should have stopped there, but the idea of being schooled in front of his own troops, family, and animal companion by a foreign newcomer inflamed Filip’s pride. He clenched his jaw and tried to regain the initiative again by targeting Simon’s legs, but Simon simply sidestepped the attack and then brought down his waster on the Ranger’s head in an attempt to knock him out cold. 

Filip saw the waster fall down on him like an executioner’s sword, and transformed. 

The Ranger’s parry carried inhuman strength and sent Simon stumbling back, though he managed to catch himself at the last second. Filip’s Class outfit had covered his head and shoulders in a green cowl of woven leaves topped by twin white feathers, and his attire was a tunic the color of the forest. A silvery bow was strapped to his chest, and a quiver to his back. 

Filip faced him with a dark scowl, but did not continue the fight. Being forced to don his Class outfit to defend himself in a spar was an admission of defeat in itself. 

“That was…” Prince Verdis struggled to find his words, his eyes alight with amazement. “I don’t think I have ever seen someone match my father in a spar…”

Norbelle, who had been watching Simon with a finger on her lips and a curious look, quickly took this sudden development in stride. “It was a well-fought duel, Your Majesty,” she told Filip. “You lasted longer than most.” 

In such circumstances, the compliment sounded like condescension… and it was. Filip’s teeth creaked as his jaw clenched, his wolf growling at Simon and Norbelle. 

“This one is not what he seems, brother,” Chastel said. “He did not sweat nor gasp for breath even once during your bout.”

“You fought as well as your Class let you, Prince Simon,” Filip said, glaring at Simon. “You have an Advanced Proficiency Perk, don’t you?”

“I have no idea what you mean, Your Majesty,” Simon lied. 

“Yes, you do.” Filip raised his waster at his throat. “Show it.”

“Are you sure, Your Majesty?” Simon inquired, his eyes briefly glancing up at Remedia, who had been watching with keen interest. “You will not like it.”

Filip glared at him. “Show it.”

Well, he asked for it.

Simon took a deep breath… and then put on his Scholar outfit. 


The Scholar: A student of all things and living archive, who traded spellcasting power for improved intelligence and analysis. 

Strength E, Vitality D, Agility D, Perception B, Magic C, Intelligence A, Charisma D, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Enhanced Learning (Passive): You can learn better than most, allowing you to master languages or learn techniques at an accelerated rate. 

Level 1: Reading Comprehension I (Passive): Your ability to analyze and memorize written information, such as books or reports, has greatly improved; you can perfectly recall anything that you have read.  



The Class outfit hardly changed him, besides adding robes on top of his clothes and adding a pair of glasses that did nothing, while the Perks weren’t of much use, but the effect was immediate. A shocked silence settled within the gardens, with Filip’s skin turning pallid as the depth of his humiliation dawned upon him. 

He had publicly lost in a spar not to a Dreadnought, not to a Fencer, but to a Scholar.

A deeply awkward silence stretched on for several seconds, as Wildguard members bit their tongues and exchanged glances, while Prince Verdis looked terribly embarrassed by the whole thing. Remedia studied Simon from on high with an undecipherable expression, and Norbelle…

Norbelle burst out laughing. 

Her laughter rang out across the gardens, with a few Wildguard struggling to keep their mouths shut and not imitate her. Filip’s already dark scowl turned murderous, his grip breaking the waster to splinters. 

“You cast spells on him!” Filip growled at his future daughter-in-law. “Was this one of your pranks?!”

“No,” Norbelle replied, wiping away tears from her eyes. “But this is even better!”

“Indeed, Filip,” Remedia said from atop her balcony, smiling. “Norbelle tried to empower her brother, but he refused her help and chose to fight you with his own strength.”

As Simon suspected, Remedia had noticed the buff. His goal had been to showcase his ‘honorable nature’ by denying the buff, after which it wouldn’t have mattered whether or not he won; refusing help would have proved his forthrightness and trustworthiness either way.

Things had gone even better than planned. 

“Tell me, Prince Simon,” Remedia said, “Do all Magnos princes possess such skill with a blade?”

“I am but a shadow of my siblings in that regard,” Simon replied honestly. He still had much to learn. “My elder brothers, Louis and Dassein, are gods of war, and my sibling Thalas is worthy of the Berserker Crestone.” An idea crossed his mind. “Besides, I am a better mage than a warrior.”

That aroused Remedia’s curiosity. “That is quite the bold claim.” 

“Does Your Majesty wish for a demonstration?” Simon pointed at an empty spot. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!”

Heavenly fire incinerated a patch of flowers at his command, proving his divine favor with a true miracle. The Wildguard’s hands reached for their swords and gasped in shock, while Verdis’ eyes widened with awe, and Norbelle bit her nail with a grin of fascination. 

“That is a Tier V prayer…” Filip muttered in shock. “Only a high-level Priest could cast that, and yet…”  

“The gods smile on me, though I still have much to learn,” Simon replied, bowing at Remedia. “I had hoped coming here would let me complete my training.”

“You will find no better place than my nation for that, Prince Simon.” Remedia smiled down on the gardens, a hand on the balcony. “And I must say… I like what I see.”

  

    
        Chapter 103: The Cocagne Affair (3)

    
    
    
    
  The next day after his arrival, Simon was invited to a private ‘summoning session’ with Norbelle and Queen Remedia in the aptly named Nest of the Phoenix; the very place where Cocagne’s eidolon protector dwelled.

“It’s a good sign, I suppose?” Simon asked his sister as they walked up the stairs leading to the castle’s roof.

“It is a fantastic sign,” Norbelle replied. “She only used to invite me. I’m almost jealous that I will have to share her attention now.”

“No, you’re not.”

“True, true, I jest… but I am jealous. I thought the light megalith and I had a special relationship only Mother and Mirror-Face shared… I feel less special all of a sudden.” She walked up a bit ahead of him and turned around, hands behind her back. “Since when did you learn to cast Tier V prayers?”

Simon smiled, delighting in her confusion. “Would you believe me if I said I read it in a book?”

“Of course not, Father made sure the castle library excluded any spellbooks. I had to learn everything from tutors.” Norbelle leaned forward a bit, meeting his gaze. “I don’t recall you ever showing much appetite for swordsmanship either, let alone aptitude.”

“You won’t believe me.”

“Do try. I am an open-minded person.”

He had baited her quite nicely. Time to hook the fish. “Are you aware of my dreams? The ones where I saw Father die? Well, every time I woke up, I realized I carried with me a…” He sensed invisible fingers on his throat, threatening him not to reveal too much. “Phantom memory, you could say. Skills I had in my dreams, and that somehow stuck around when I awoke.”

“Truly?” Norbelle put a finger on her lips, pondering his answer. “I had those dreams too, but I didn’t learn any spells from them.”

“You had those dreams too?” Simon asked, feigning surprise.

“Of course I’ve had weird magical dreams.” She sounded almost insulted by the question. “I am a Visionary, and the child of the two most powerful humans in the world.”

“What did you see?” Simon asked, knowing she wouldn’t resist lording her knowledge over him.

“Father dying to you, or Louis, or Mother… or even me once. I fed him to one of my summoned slaves.” She pouted. “Except I didn’t get any skills or spells out of those nightmares. You’re cheating, Simon.”

“When did you start having those dreams?” Simon asked in an attempt to establish a timeline of when those visions kicked in.

“Same time you did, I think. My theory is that the Overlord and the Oracle both have a foresight ability, except one gets their visions from the Dark and the other from the Light. They’re constantly warring for control of the future.” Norbelle chuckled. “I think Dad’s visions focused on his potential deaths and they ripple through the Dark, so we saw those extinguished futures in our dreams.”

Simon’s head perked up as he caught on to a specific detail. “Those we saw?”

“Oh, you don’t know? Of course, it’s only something a real Visionary like me would notice.” Norbelle’s face turned smug and condescending. “Visionaries can only see visions of events where they were physically present. We’re borrowing knowledge from our future selves.”

Simon froze as the pieces fell into place.

He had dreamed of reigns where he personally witnessed Father’s death, and so did Norbelle.

That explained why their visions differed sometimes; they hadn’t necessarily been physically present to witness all the reigns and their conclusions. The two of them remembered the same Lighthouse dream only because they had both been present to witness Father’s murder.

Maybe they had even colluded during that reign to kill him together that time…

Which meant… which meant Norbelle wouldn’t dream of him so long as she wasn’t physically present to witness his demise. She didn’t see any of Simon’s reigns because they had been far away from each other, even in the one where they fought on opposing sides of the Goetia Research Facility’s siege.

He had to ensure she was never present to witness his demise in any future reign, or else she would eventually dream of it. Maybe it would take years or months, but she would see it.

“Did I just blow your mind?” Norbelle’s head tilted to the side like an owl. “Come to think of it… if we shared dreams, then you must have had that one too…”

“Which one?” Simon asked, more confused than anything.

“You know...” She moved a step down, put her arms around his neck, and then whispered in his ear. “The one where we had sex.”

For a very, very long moment, Simon couldn’t say anything. It was like his mind had hit a wall as the words slowly sank in, bringing a terrifying picture to life within his skull.

That… that wasn’t… he didn’t remember… it couldn’t be…

“We killed Father together and it made us horny, so we had sex while he was bleeding out,” Norbelle said with a devilish expression. “He died watching us making sweet love in his bed.”

Could he have… no, no! Simon vaguely remembered all his dreams about father’s deaths–from a poisoned cup to throwing him off a tower or passing on in his sleep after a feast–and he couldn’t recall a single one that happened in his bedroom!

“You’re… you’re lying!” Simon protested, his cheeks flushing so red it hurt. This bitch was messing with him! “I don’t remember any of that nonsense!”

“Maybe I’m lying, maybe I’m not,” she teased him with a knowing look upon letting go of his neck. “The point is that you imagined it. You pictured it in your head, Simon. I know you did, you know that I know, and I’ll never let you forget it. You’ll spend the rest of your life knowing you’re a disgusting pervert who imagined himself having sex with his sweet little sister.”

That… What a twisted, evil mastermind! “You’re our father’s daughter!”

“I know.” She sounded so awfully proud of it too. “I can’t wait to tell Lauriane about it. I’m sure it will give her ideas.”

Simon spent the rest of the ascent struggling with the urge to add another kinslaying to his list of crimes.

The agony lasted until they reached the Nest of the Phoenix. It resembled a fountain atop a tower, except it churned out a substance Simon could only describe as liquid fire; an ooze smoother than lava and brighter than sulfur. A central platform in the middle and linked to the stairs by a stone bridge housed a burnished urn within which burned a shining egg of smokeless fire the size of a small house. The sheer mana radiating off of it reminded Simon of the water megalith.

“Is this…” Simon squinted at the egg. “The Phoenix?”

“Its sleeping form,” Queen Remedia’s voice answered him from above, lightly startling Simon. He looked up to find her floating a dozen meters or so above them, sitting on empty space. “Its true form would cast this castle in its wingspan’s shadow.”

Remedia could fly?

Of course she can fly, she lives in a floating castle, Simon thought, bowing to her. Let’s not screw this up. 

Shabram’s files had already helped him learn much about Remedia—Balzam obviously having kept close tabs on her—and Norbelle extensively completed that briefing since. He had learned quite a lot about her.

Queen Remedia was thirty-seven years old, having reigned for nearly twenty years after her mother, the previous Mage, was assassinated by the then-current Rogue during a border conflict with Navarre. She had married King Filip less than three months after her coronation, and many would come to describe her rulership of Cocagne’s as a golden age. She extensively reformed the country’s legal code, granting more rights and protections to the peasantry, while expanding non-noble interests in the Senate; promoted trade, foreign investments, and economic sectors, turning the country into a major exporter of high-quality magical and manufactured goods; and she also sponsored provincial schools and was a noted patron of the arts.

Remedia had a ruthless side to her, of course, like all monarchs. Besides relying on the Magisterium to prosecute some overmighty vassals, she had expanded the powers of the Shadowguard, the royal family's espionage, assassination, and sabotage service. Shabram was convinced she had ordered the death of a Navarran chieftain critical of Cocagne and that she had blackmailed at least one noble house into not supporting the Militarist faction by threatening to expose an internal scandal. She also mostly turned a blind eye to the increasing drug trafficking problem in her Queendom and the slave-gladiators common in Cocagne’s arenas, though she did ease their burden. All in all, she seemed like a fair and competent ruler overall, though her lack of an heir and support for the Autonomist faction had begun to lessen her power.

Otherwise, she was a voracious reader with one of the largest private libraries in the world, and an art collector with a particular interest in Fablan porcelain. Ambassador reports noted that she had a particular fascination with landscape gardens, and she often got into minor trouble with her finance minister over her lavish spending on jewelry and clothes, though she kept that particular expensive pleasure mostly under control.

Simon had a few ideas on how to befriend her, but he wanted to get a closer grasp on her personality first. The queen and the woman might be two very different aspects of the same person, after all.

“My apologies for startling you, Prince Simon, I enjoy watching the dawn rise from on high,” Queen Remedia said upon landing in front of them. She offered him her hand, which he gallantly kissed. “I pray your first night in Cocagne was pleasant.”

“It was.” Simon had never enjoyed a more comfortable bed in any prior reign. “It is we who should apologize for our delay, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, we were delayed due to arguing about the merits and demerits of noble consanguinity,” Norbelle said with a grin. “Keeping the magic in the family and all that stuff.”

This girl was born before shame!

Thankfully, Remedia had a sense of humor and rolled with it. “Norbelle, do not tell me my son bores you so much that you would rather import your brother from abroad as a replacement?”

“Not at all,” Norbelle replied, “Besides, Verdis is bound to have inherited at least some of Your Majesty’s talent.”

“It is true that bloodline does play a major role in magical affinity,” Remedia confirmed. “All of Cocagne’s great noble houses specialize in a special school of spellcasting, and their scions all show a particular aptitude for it since infancy.”

“Is that what your necklace represents, Your Majesty?” Simon inquired. “Mastery over all forms of magic?”

Remedia’s lips curved slightly. “What makes you think that?”

“I recognize the Crestones of the Witch, the Warlock, the Theurge, and the Sage, each of whom focuses on a particular spellcasting school.” Simon had grown quite familiar with them over his reigns, either because he had worked with their users or looted them off their dead holders… “Besides, I count sixteen Crestones around your neck; one for each spellcasting school.”

Which implied the Mage Crestone wasn’t among them, considering it lorded over all forms of spellcasting…

“You are exceptionally sharp, Prince Simon,” Remedia complimented him, her hand reaching for her necklace. “Indeed, this necklace is meant to represent the sixteen disciplines taught in Cocagne’s foremost school of magic… except libromancy, of course.”

“Libromancy?” Simon asked. He had never heard of that one.

“A lost school of spellcasting,” Remedia replied. “We know of its existence because it is one of the few that my Mage Class explicitly bars me from mastering, alongside prayers and performances. Our researchers believe it is a form of magic unique to the lost Librarian Class that focuses on books.”

Great. As if Elios Magnos hadn’t been terrifying enough already, the idea that he could access an unknown form of magic only added to his menace... Simon wondered if there existed miasma spells of that particular spellcasting branch hidden somewhere, waiting to be discovered.

“Would one of those Libromancy spells be called Thoughts on Mortality?” Simon inquired, with Norbelle quizzically raising her eyebrow at him. “It is a Librarian ability that kills anyone twenty levels or below that of the user. I saw it mentioned as being used by our ancestor, Elios Magnos, who held the Librarian Crestone at one point.”

“Fascinating,” Remedia said, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. “Thoughts on Mortality is an obscure treatise by the pre-Doom philosopher Laurent Valmore on the impermanence of things. Your ancestor must have named his spell after it.” She stroked her chin. “What else can you tell me about this Elios?”

“My apologies, but it’s a state secret,” Simon replied with a smile, satisfied that he had piqued her interest. “Perhaps I will be allowed to tell you more when our nations grow closer.”

“Of course. I hope my son and your sister’s marriage will set Cocagne and Endymion onto the path of friendship and mutual prosperity.” The queen’s words sounded kind enough, but Simon could tell she was repeating empty platitudes. “Since you wish to pursue your spellcasting education, I hope to see your progress for myself.”

“Well, I am a difficult student, Your Majesty,” Simon replied. “I am excellent in miasma-related disciplines and light megalith prayers, but terrible at everything else.”

Both his sister and Remedia stared at him with interest. “Show me,” the latter asked.

Simon then proceeded to alternate between casting prayer spells like Lightspeed and diabolism ones like Cursebound. The sight of him performing those spells as a Scholar greatly impressed Remedia, who immediately began to cast divination spells on him.

“Marvelous… your body naturally channels miasma rather than mana. I thought only demons, undead, and unique entities like the Overlord could do that.” Queen Remedia continued to cast analysis spells on Simon, system screens, and floating runes flashing around her. “If I hadn’t seen you cast Light-aligned prayer spells, I would have thought you were a fiend in disguise.”

“He’s only a devil in bed, Your Majesty,” Norbelle said, Simon doing his best to ignore her. Despite her flippancy, his sister still sounded equally curious as Queen Remedia.

“A man capable of wielding both light and darkness in equal measure… all members of House Magnos are truly exceptional people.” Remedia’s expression darkened a bit. “If we had met earlier… maybe…”

Norbelle put a finger on her lips. “What are you talking about, Your Majesty?”

“Nothing, just an idle thought.” Queen Remedia quickly changed the subject, though she couldn’t hide her interest. “How long will you be staying in Cocagne, Prince Simon?”

“As long as my sister needs me,” Simon replied. He took that question as a good sign.

“I am not certain she needs help,” Queen Remedia said. “She has nearly bound the Phoenix.”

“Nearly?” Norbelle scoffed and stepped onto the bridge. “I have already hammered out my agreement with my new pet. Today’s session is the proverbial signature. You may witness this historical event.”

Neither Simon nor Remedia stopped Norbelle as she approached the Phoenix’s egg, her diadem splitting apart on the forehead to reveal her third eye. The princess joined her hands together and hummed a song to herself. Her golden pupils began to glow, and mana swirled around her as the egg pulsed with power.

“I’m surprised you’re allowing an Endymian princess to bind your eidolon, even if she is to become your daughter-in-law,” Simon admitted to Remedia.

“The Phoenix is Cocagne’s national emblem,” the queen replied. “My people will be more accepting of my son’s marriage and our alliance if our god bonds with your sister.”

“I see… and I suspect the Phoenix cannot be deployed against Cocagne’s citizens?”

Queen Remedia chuckled without answering. Norbelle had stopped singing and closed all of her eyes except for her third one, which glowed in tune with the Phoenix’s egg. Simon could tell those two were occupied in some kind of telepathic discussion akin to the one he shared with his branded servants.

“Can you hear the Phoenix’s voice?” Queen Remedia asked.

“No,” Simon admitted. Which bothered him, since All-Seeing should let him understand any and all languages. “Can you?”

“Unfortunately not,” Remedia confessed. “Only a Visionary or Summoner can hear the Phoenix’s voice and form a contract with them, which lets them call the eidolon to their side and receive their true blessings. Some Conjuration spells require forming a contract with an eidolon to use them. Even a Mage like me cannot cast those, but watching your sister practice them furthers my own knowledge.”

“Does it inspire spells?” Simon inquired. He had heard she had invented a few during her rulership. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but there is something I must ask of you.”

“Go on.”

“Are you using beauty-enhancement spells?”

Remedia burst out laughing at the question. “None of your ambassadors dared to ask me that, though I could tell the question was on the tip of their tongues,” she admitted with a smile. “No, I do not use glamors unless I have to disguise myself… though I do use a high Tier age-resistance spell to retain my youth and vigor.”

“A Chronomancy spell?” Simon guessed, the queen nodding slightly. “I should look into it. I had hoped to visit Cocagne’s Great Library during my stay.”

“I could arrange a visit, or lend you some of my personal grimoires.”

“I wouldn’t be so bold as to rob Your Majesty’s study…” Simon met her gaze. “Unless Your Majesty wishes to give a private lesson, that is.”

Queen Remedia smiled at his sheer audacity, her eyes sizing him up. “I will consider it.”

Simon returned her smile as a pulse of mana spread across the air. A column of blinding, smokeless fire rose from the egg in the form of a great, fiery outline of the Phoenix that burned atop the palace for the entire city below to see. The bird screeched to the heavens with a melodious, awe-inspiring song.

The contract was signed.

“It is done,” Norbelle declared proudly. “Just three more to go, and I will have the full set!”



Afterwards, Queen Remedia officially announced to her court and ministers that the Phoenix had recognized Norbelle as a viable Summoner and thus granted its divine blessing to her union with Prince Verdis during a public audience. This ought to have silenced most complainers about the engagement, though Simon noticed a handful of courtiers and Filip scowling at this turn of events.

The queen also decided to organize a grand ball to celebrate and officialize the engagement for the entire nation at the conclusion of the Senate’s latest parliamentary session. Simon was cordially invited, though he was told he would need to bring a date.

“A non-relative,” Norbelle teased him once they returned to their quarters, “And one that will make Remedia jealous, if possible. That will motivate her.”

“Do you have a candidate in mind?” Simon inquired. His first choice would have been Meredith, but he doubted Remedia would feel challenged by her.

Norbelle gave him that mischievous smirk of hers that promised the worst. “Leave that to me. I promise you they will never see it coming.”

Simon shuddered, doubly so when she refused to elaborate. A knock on the door interrupted them, with Leonard walking in.

“Your Highness,” he said, presenting him with a book. “A servant brought this to you on behalf of the queen.”

Simon checked the book, a thick and well-preserved grimoire titled Thoughts on Mortality, by Laurent Valmore. He opened it to find a small bookmark inside. Norbelle all but snatched it out of his hands and read it.

“It’s an address, and a time,” Norbelle mused, “Tomorrow night.”

Simon had had enough experience with intrigue to guess where this was going. “Trap?”

“Of course it’s a trap, Simon,” Norbelle replied with a chuckle. “But it would be rude not to answer.”
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  Simon went to visit Fabliau’s Grand Library the next day. 

It took boarding a clockwork-powered, smallboat-shaped golem with wings to travel from the royal castle to the city below, an experience he found rather pleasant. 

The library itself was integrated into the country’s senate building, a massive, grandiose T-shaped marble edifice not far from the city’s central waterway. Ostentatious columns and golden statues—all of them golems ready to activate at the first sign of attack—lined  its immense stairways while armored guards of the magisterium kept close watch on visitors.  

“All books in the Queendom must have a copy in the library by Her Majesty’s decree,” the head librarian informed Simon as they walked through the archives, his retainers following closely behind him. “Our magical section is the most extensive on the continent.”

“It is well-furnished, I will concede,” Simon said. The library was beautifully made, with countless shelves rising under a soaring dome painted with pictures of stars and clouds. Though the Lighthouse’s library was bigger… “Can everyone freely access it? Even those on dangerous subjects like diabolism?”

“Indeed, though powerful spells prevent the books from being taken off the premises. The Queen believes restricting access to knowledge ensures mishaps and accidents, on top of fueling the illegal trafficking of dangerous magical artifacts.” The head librarian led them to a crossroad of bookshelves. “The diabolism and demonology section is on the left, the chronomancy one on the right.”

“Thank you kindly.” Simon already noticed that the latter wing was more furnished than the former. Demonbinding wasn’t nearly as popular in Cocagne as it was in Endymion. He turned to his retainers and put on his Scholar outfit. “Fetch me anything related to the Abyss, the Chronomicon’s author, Darkblooded individuals, and Visionaries. We have until the evening.” 

They spent most of the day scrounging through the vast library, checking grimoires written in Cocagnian or ancient scripts—which his All-Seeing Perk let Simon translate—and various documents until the sun began to fade away. 

All of that searching yielded few results. 

Simon knew he would find less information on Visionaries than what the religious organization worshiping them could provide, but Cocagne’s archives provided little additional insight on the Abyss, Darkbloods, and time-travel; in fact, this library held many books that Simon had already found in the Lighthouse. 

He did find a few interesting tidbits of information, though.

First of all, while rumors of gates to the Abyss existed since time immemorial, their existence apparently remained to be proven—according to academics who hadn’t visited the Lighthouse’s basement. Demons usually ‘slipped’ onto the material plane through miasma-dense areas like the Darkwood or when being summoned, but that was mostly due to their spiritual nature.

However, there were other roads to hell.

The first and most ‘common’ way to visit the Abyss was through astral projection, a practice which allowed spellcasters to project souls into the borderland separating the Abyss’ depths from the material plane and contact demons there. It was a fantastically dangerous endeavor, and many would-be diabolists never woke up from this spiritual trip, but it was easier and less threatening than physical travel.

Otherwise, extremely powerful demons could open brief portals to the Abyss, often nicknamed ‘hellmouths,’ though those required much energy and rarely remained stable for more than a few minutes or hours. Almost all tales of people physically visiting the abyssal borderland involved one such demonic ferryman. High-Tier spells could also achieve a similar effect. 

Meredith also found a book detailing Maximilien Nocte’s attempt at physical time-travel. After having gone mad from his research, the archmage had besieged a small, isolated manatree in what would become the Berwick Islands with a small army of clockwork golems, summoned demons, contracted undead, and even a dragon. His troops wiped out the elven community there, then attempted to drain the local dryad to fuel the equivalent of a Tier X spell. 

He failed. 

All that Maximilien managed to do was to freeze time in a vast area around the manatree, at which point he lost control of the energies at play and caused them to implode, sucking everything into a planar rift that then violently detonated. Locals could see the blast from miles away. 

Obviously, nobody tried to repeat or complete his work after this disastrous failure, though the archmage apparently left notes on his final spell that an early Mage recovered. Maybe Remedia knew about those. 

Their search was otherwise disappointing. They found nothing on the Abyss’ deeper layers, nothing more on time-travel that Simon hadn’t already gathered from the Lighthouse, and no insight on diabolism that Duchar didn’t already cover. The library contained surface-level information when he required expertise. 

Studying the books did let him increase his Scholar level, though, so it wasn’t an entire waste of time.  


Level 3 Scholar Perk: Craft Arcane Scripts I (Passive): You can craft arcane scripts involved in the creation of magical scrolls, grimoires, or similar works up to D Quality or below. 

Level 5 Scholar Perk: Cryptography I (Passive): You can instantly notice the presence of hidden patterns in texts, such as codes or repetitions, though this does not help you understand them.



Simon had to admit he wasn’t sure what to make of Scholar Perks. On one hand, he did feel a slight improvement in his reading speed and memorization. 

On the other hand, he only felt their full power when donning his Scholar Class outfit, and the boost wasn’t really game-changing. It was nice to have for certain, but not worth devouring the Crestone. 

I think it might be good to confiscate Lorimor’s Crestone in reigns where I have to do research on my own, Simon thought. He had mostly left the Crestone in the man’s hand because it was easier to have a retainer do the grunt work while he focused on more important things, but some of his latest loops focused on solitary infiltrations with a limited retinue. It would be good to see if I have to grind back those Scholar levels too. 

“I’m disappointed,” Simon admitted once they had to leave the place. “I would have thought a library of this size would contain more than surface-level information.”

“I have questioned other scholars about that,” Meredith said. “They informed me that while the Queen indeed decreed that all books in her nation be copied here, all noble houses jealously hoard their private collections of secret lore, including unique spells and knowledge.” 

“That makes sense,” Leonard noted. “In a realm where magic is law, spell knowledge is a weapon and a competitive edge.”

“I was told the families regularly try to rob each other’s libraries or destroy them through mercenaries and deniable assets,” Meredith mused. “It is such an integral part of this nation’s political life that they call it the Biblioclastic War, or the Bookwar.”

“Perhaps we should hire ourselves out as thieves,” Simon mused. He wondered if the Cobweb took any part in this conflict, or even if they were active in the region. “Either way, we are done for the evening. You are dismissed.” 

Meredith froze in place. “Dismissed?” 

“Your Highness, I hope you are not suggesting we leave you alone at night in a foreign city,” Leonard said.

“I have a private meeting to attend to,” Simon replied. Even Norbelle thinks they won’t come out if I have an escort. “Take the flying boat and return to the palace. I will find my way up.”

“But Your Highness–” Meredith insisted. 

“Nothing will happen to me, or to you,” Simon reassured them, showing them a small crystal in his pocket. “Norbelle gave me a teleportation gem in case I have to retreat to safety.”

His retainers exchanged wary glances and didn’t look very pleased, but they eventually acquiesced. Simon then walked away from the senate building, looking around as he did. Cocagne was quite the elegant city, although lacking in vegetation besides the occasional private garden or potted plants. The streets were made of granite or white stone like the royal palace, the houses built so closely together that some leaned upon one another in the shadow of four or five-story buildings. Locals mostly used the canals to travel around instead of horses or carriages, with Simon spotting ferrymen bringing couples or travelers across one district to the next.

The address he found in his Thoughts on Mortality book led him to a nondescript, two-floor house stuck between two others inside a narrow street. Not a soul seemed to live in the area, and the door was unlocked. Simon opened it to find himself staring at an empty front room. 

Trap, Simon confirmed. He pulled up his sleeve and looked at the two tattoos placed on his skin by Norbelle: one shaped like an azure dragon, the other like a vermillion bird. He pressed his fingers on them and felt power coursing through his veins. 


Azulbolla granted you his blessing! All your stats have been buffed, your resistance to Lightning and Wood has been improved, and you are now immune to critical hits!

Phoenix granted you his blessing! You gain immunity to Fire, receive double the healing from spells and magical effects, and the Aureole status!



How good it felt to gain an immunity to Fire without relying on a cursed ring. 

Norbelle had decided against accompanying him because she had ‘better things to do’ and because assassins likely wouldn’t dare to strike if she was with Simon, but she did give him a few boons for his trouble. “Bring one of them back alive for interrogation, please,” she had said before he left the palace. “We need proof in this country before we can execute people. Truly an inefficient legal system if you ask me.”

Simon took a deep breath, cast a handful of buffs—from Shadowshield to Lightspeed—and looked up to the sky. “I know you are watching this,” he said. “I hope you enjoy what you see.”

He walked inside and closed the door behind him. 

It would have been very easy to summon imps and have them scout the area, but Simon knew those critters would mess up somehow and he wanted his foes to underestimate him. He looked around, finding a well-stocked pantry and a study showing a bunch of innocuous tax documents. He eventually made his way to a salon with two large sofas facing a stairway and a fireplace. 

Simon heard a creaking noise and turned, relaxing when he noticed it was a rat looking at him from a corner of the room. 

“Ah, don’t scare me like that.” Simon leaned toward the vermin. “Where did your master put his assassins?”

The rat’s head perked up, its eyes widening in fear. “How do you–”

Simon zapped it with Hellthunder, and then an assassin burst out from behind a sofa. 

It was a Class user, likely some Rogue Vassal from their lack of footsteps or noise, faceless cowl, clothes that melded with the shadows, and dashing speed. They closed the gap between them and Simon in an instant, raising two daggers and aiming straight for his belly. 

The weapons shattered against Simon’s skin. 


Poison negated by Unyielding Essence. 



“Poisoned blades, really?” Simon taunted the shocked assassin, right as he put on his Scholar outfit. “Devil’s Arm.”

His extended arm and claws pierced the man’s chest and slammed him against a wall. Simon knew he would have torn the assassin apart had he been wearing his Overlord outfit, but being without it meant his sharpened shadow nails failed to get past their ribs. 

A glass flask tumbled down the stairs and shattered on impact, releasing a cloud of blue gas inside the room. Simon saw a ‘Sleep ailment cancellation’ notification flash before his eyes, followed by the sight of a second assassin bolting down the stairs. This one traded away his dagger in exchange for a saber crackling with ice rather than relying on non-magical weapons and went straight for the throat.

Good tactic to use ailments to incapacitate me, Simon thought as he quickly threw his attacker back with a Chaos Wave before he could get anywhere close to him, throwing them against the other sofa. They’re professionals. 

Unfortunately for them, Simon was overqualified and probably the worst match-up possible for ailment users. His only issue when the two assassins rose up and flanked him was that he couldn’t risk putting on his Overlord outfit, even with a Fiendmask on, for fear of discovery. 

“Surrender and you will live,” Simon warned them. “You are no match for me.”

The assassin he had nailed to a wall earlier responded by drawing two small curved sabers from under his cowl and charging at him. 

They were fast too, faster than Filip had ever been thanks to their Class outfits, to the point Simon didn’t think he would have been able to dodge a slice to the throat without Haste and Norbelle’s buffs. He stepped back to avoid the strikes, while the second assassin moved to flank him. 

“Night Raid!” Simon cast at the latter, summoning a swarm of abyssal bats into the surprised assassin’s face. He tried to slash and cover himself, but being in close quarters with dozens of carnivorous flying critters meant they still covered every inch of skin and began to bleed him dry. 

The remaining assassin leaped across the room in an attempt to skewer Simon, but he responded by blasting that figure with Hellthunder. 

“Who sent you?” Simon asked, shocking the assassin with more lightning. Their screams sounded gargled, perhaps because their Class modified their voice. “Answer me.”

“For Cocagn–” the assassin roared as they attempted to get up, only for Simon to turn up the juice. 

“That was not a request,” Simon said, very calmly. “I can heal your wounds for free with a prayer. I can put you through horrors beyond death’s mercy… or I can send you on your way with your life. What do you pick?”

The assassin responded by having their hand reach for their throat. 

Immediately realizing what would follow, Simon hastily cast a Hellfrost spell and encased their body in ice right before their fireball necklace detonated. The muffled blast pulverized a sofa and half the room, leaving an unharmed Simon facing charbroiled bones.

He sensed something strange with the experience flowing into him. It was split up between Overlord and Scholar, perhaps because he had used the former’s spells to win rather than the latter’s abilities. 


Level 7 Scholar Perk: Lore I (Active): You can examine a magical object up to D Quality, allowing you to learn its effects and general purpose. 

Level 9 Scholar Perk: Diligent Study I (Passive): You gain resistance to the Sleep, Madness, and Stun ailments. 



What Scholar received was enough to put it at level 10, but it bothered Simon more than anything. Since he could only gain Overlord experience once for killing a foe not named Alphonse of Lore, having that yield split between it and a secondary Class might eventually starve him of precious levels. 

Simon grunted and checked the other assassin, who his bats had turned into a blood-drained husk on the floor. Their Class outfit had dissipated, revealing a dead young man with a Spy Crestone similar to the one Elaine used. He also carried a fireball necklace, though he perished before he could trigger it. 

What little experience Simon earned told him these two had to be less than level thirty, and their daggers were completely normal weapons besides the use of poison. He guessed their plan was to take him by surprise and let the ailments do most of the work.   

“I suppose that they feared magical blades might be traced back to their employer,” Simon mused out loud before looking up at the ceiling. “I am waiting, Your Majesty.” 

He didn’t have to wait long. The Queen teleported into the room in a flash of dazzling light, a fan in hand. She looked at the blood and the ashes, avoiding both so as not to sully her dress, and watched the abyssal bats disappear into wisps of miasma. 

“Impressive,” she complimented him. “This is not the first time you have fended off killers after your life, I presume?”

“No,” Simon replied. As he suspected, she must have been watching everything from afar. “Did you send the note and set this up?” 

“I did send the book, as a token of my appreciation,” she admitted. “Shadowguard members loyal to my husband slipped the note inside to lure you into this trap. It wasn’t my doing.”

“But you expected this and let it happen anyway, either because you wanted to test me or ferret out disloyal members of your own staff,” Simon guessed. “Most likely both.”

“You are sharp, Prince Simon. Too sharp.” She sighed. “I am sorry for this incident. I had to know which of my Shadowguards were compromised.” 

“I hope these two weren’t the best your Shadowguard can muster, or our imperial intelligence service will eat them alive.”

“They are not my best, no,” Remedia replied with a small chuckle. “My best agents know not to take unnecessary initiatives, or to listen to my husband. I suppose they hoped to rise in ranks and his esteem by taking on this mission..”

“It wasn’t just about exposing disloyal spies.” Simon grabbed the Spy Crestone and tossed it in the air before catching it again. “You wanted to test me too. Did I pass?”

“You must admit you are quite suspicious. A mysterious bastard prince who can match my husband in swordsplay in spite of being a mere Scholar, can cast high tier spells of the Dark and the Light, and with the confidence to match. You are simply…” Remedia flapped her fan. “Too good to be true.”

Simon smiled. “You imply that I lied about my Class?”

“Yes you did, which bothers me greatly,” Remedia replied. “I can pierce through most divination wards easily enough, yet your true stats elude me. I can think of only a few explanations for this, and each is more worrying than the last.”

“Perhaps I am simply a prodigy.”

“I can see your buffs, and none of them protect against sleep or poison, which means you have a passive immunity to both. Ailment immunities in humans are both rare and wholly unnatural.” She scoffed. “Besides, a real prodigy would have been granted a better Class than the Scholar.” 

“Good point,” Simon replied with a chuckle. “But you had to admit that particular revelation was amusing.”

He caught her smiling. “It was.” 

“Still, all I hear is that you knew of an attempt on my life and let it happen…” Simon pointed a finger at her. “Which means you owe me a favor now.”

Remedia raised her fan and covered her mouth. “I could give you a spellcasting lesson.”

“Please, that is something you are going to give me for free.” His audacity clearly amused Remedia. “You said you don’t use glamors unless you want to disguise yourself, which implies you know spells like Fiendmask.”

“I do.” Remedia squinted behind her fan. “Why?”

“Hence, here’s my request: I have spotted a fine establishment a few streets from here. We will attend it in disguise.”

“And then?”

Simon smirked. “And you will let me treat you to dinner.”
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  Simon and Remedia thus went on a ‘date.’ 

Both of them used illusions to change their appearances, with Remedia becoming an unrecognizable, elegant blonde lady and Simon putting on his old Whispermire disguise. Simon had selected a high-end, posh Fablan restaurant with beautiful mahogany furniture, velvet seats, and a small stage where a group of performers coincidentally played out a romantic comedy. 

“A Fablan-themed restaurant with its own theater… a place designed to appeal to all of my sensibilities,” Remedia mused as a waiter poured them Valian wine. Simon had reserved a solitary table to give them some privacy. “My favorite drink too. Your intelligence service has done its research.” 

“Does it really matter how I obtained this information?” Simon replied, not denying it. “So long as you enjoy the evening?” 

“It matters that everything you do and say to me will come across as manipulative. Is this the moment where you try to seduce me in the hope of starting a scandal that will sideline my husband and his supporters?”

Of course she had figured it out. “Don’t tell me no man has ever tried to woo your heart, either before or after your husband came into the picture.”

“I do regularly receive such proposals from my nobles,” Remedia replied playfully, sipping her wine, “and I am wise enough to deny them.”

“Has this wisdom brought you any happiness?” Simon asked pointedly, though the fact that she had enjoyed watching her husband being defeated in public had already answered that. 

“It spared me many headaches. I will not deny that Filip and I have some… issues… but he is a good man and the better option.” 

A good man wouldn’t be so petty as to send assassins over a sparring session, Simon thought. That attack had eased his conscience about plotting to make that man’s life miserable.

“Does he regularly send rats or animal spies after you or my sister?” Simon inquired.

“Sometimes. I have warded the area to ensure they cannot track or observe us, if that is what worries you.” Remedia met Simon’s gaze, and he could sense her seeing through him. “A divorce would lead to another risky tournament for my hand, and an affair would be equally scandalous… which I am sure is why your family sent you here. An alternative should your sister’s engagement fall through, or as a way to drive a wedge in our institutions. This will not happen.”

Beautiful, powerful, and smart, Simon thought. He had to say he was starting to realize why Balzam was so obsessed with this woman. “Yet here you are, playing along with us.”

“I am not a fool,” Remedia replied grimly. “If you’re the least of the Magnos, my country doesn’t stand a chance, even with my power. My army and I will kill many of you, that I am certain, and your soldiers will bleed for every inch of Cocagnian soil you will take… but in the end, you will win.” She let out a heavy, tired sigh. Simon had the feeling she had had this exact conversation with her husband many times before. “We cannot defeat the Overlord and so many Noble Class users at once. It is something Filip and his supporters have yet to accept.”

“Enough that they would ally with the White Unicorn and Illusea to murder a bastard prince?” Simon guessed, catching her by surprise. “Those fireball necklaces are an elven invention issued to their agents.”

“You were well-informed,” Remedia said, sounding a little impressed in spite of herself. “I assume the attack was half payback for that humiliation earlier, half an attempt to break up negotiations over Verdis’ engagement. Filip opposed that match from day one in favor of a princess overseas.”

“Lady Satine Renais, I would assume.” Simon sipped his wine, finding it quite tasty. It fascinated him how wide Ilusea’s web of alliances stretched. He had no doubt the Oracle had been pushing for a Cocagne-White Unicorn coalition for a very long time. “Well, you chose wisely. The path you took may be the only one capable of preserving your country’s autonomy, if not its independence.”

“Thank you.” Remedia waited a moment before asking, “What do you want, Simon?”

Simon shrugged. “The same thing you do, I imagine. Peace between our nations.”

“You misunderstood my question,” she said, her tone sharper than a blade. “I asked what do you want, at the end of it all? Not what your nation wants, or your sister, or the prince of Endymion. You.”

Simon pondered her question for a moment. What did he want? For this reign, the answer was obvious: more magical knowledge, more information on the Zodiac Fiends and the reigns, more insight into Norbelle’s gifts, maybe a Noble Crestone or two… but those were only steps on the path to fulfill a greater goal.

What would his perfect reign look like? He wanted to save the world from the Zodiac Parade for sure, and hopefully prevent Endymion from tearing itself apart in a civil war. He wanted Belzemine, Anna, and Eole to be free and happy, for his friends and retainers to prosper, for his loved ones to be safe… 

But in the end, all those elements boiled down to one thing. 

“I want the strength not to compromise,” Simon replied.

Remedia blinked. “The strength not to compromise?”

“I have had to do things I wasn’t comfortable with to be where I am today.” Simon clenched his fist as his memory of the Seasonal Key ritual flooded his mind, alongside his many betrayals, the many deaths of his retainers, and the way he had been forced to treat Belzemine to keep her alive. He yearned for the power to live an uncompromising reign without guilt or remorse. “What I want is power, Your Majesty. Power so pure and so absolute, that neither the world nor its people can prevent me from doing what I feel is right, or from protecting those I care about.”

Remedia watched him for a moment, a glimmer of interest flashing in her gaze. “And you think you will find this power through chronomancy research?”

It amused Simon that she had apparently kept close enough watch on him to learn which books he read at the library. “I possess the blood of both demons and Visionaries, like Norbelle,” he boasted. “One side of my lineage crippled the other, granting me some gifts and denying me others, but I believe I can unlock this potential and strive closer to the summits I seek.”

“You wish to delve deeper and gaze into the abyss of magic.” She uttered that last set of words with respect, maybe even awe. “It is the same desire I feel when I see your sister practice her craft.”

Simon finished his glass. “You’re not watching her for inspiration, but to understand how to replicate her gifts.”

Remedia nodded. “Magic knows no frontier. It is not because no Mage has yet to summon an eidolon that it is impossible.”

“Beware, Your Majesty,” Simon teased her. “Some would say it is blasphemous to crave a Visionary’s gifts.” 

“And it would be shameful not to try to push our limits further than those that came before,” Remedia replied, a fox-like grin that sent Simon’s heartbeat into a frenzy stretching on her lips. “If the gods do not stop me, then surely they look fondly on this enterprise.”

Simon’s blood stirred in his veins. Her ambition, her grace, her charm… How could any man remain indifferent?

No, he told himself, the memories of Cassandra and Anna flooding his mind. He still remembered the sting of the latter forgetting him, and though the former taught him to live in the moment and accept love again, those feelings might cloud his judgment. I’ve played along with Norbelle for now, but attraction is a bad advisor. I must keep a clear head. 

A boy was a slave to his whims, and a man their master. 

“What do you want, Remedia?” he asked her out of genuine curiosity.

“I would like to keep my throne and my country in one piece,” the queen answered. “And hopefully for my son to find happiness in his marriage. I want to see Cocagne prosper.”

“That’s what the queen wants,” Simon replied pointedly. “I asked Remedia. What does the woman want?”

This time, it was Remedia’s turn to consider his question in depth. She looked at what remained of her wine, gazing into her reflection, and then allowed her queenly mask to slide away just a bit.

“I want the same thing you do,” she admitted. “I had to compromise on many, many things to improve my queendom. I traded the good of the many for the privileges of the few.” She finished her wine. “I want to gaze into the abyss of magic deeper than any Mage before me, and eclipse them all in power. I want Cocagne to prosper. I want my son to be happy…” She hesitated a moment, before adding, “and I want a daughter.”

“The last one should be easy enough to fix for you and your husband, even considering your issues,” Simon pointed out, squinting. “What is truly going on between you and him?” 

“That is not for you to know,” Remedia replied sharply, “And if you think you or any other spy Endymion sends can replace him, then you are sorely mistaken. I will neither cheat nor divorce him.”

“Fine by me,” Simon replied with a shrug. After all, he had been mostly going along with Norbelle’s plan to better study her, but he knew from other reigns that Remedia would eventually sign on with the Church Party anyway. He didn’t need to seduce the queen to save the treaty. “Our goals of sidelining your Militarist faction align, so you can count on our support either way.” 

“Excellent,” she said, watching the play. “This was a good evening, but we should return to the palace, lest we worry your retainers and my husband.”

It annoyed Simon, but she was right. It was getting late. “I enjoyed this dinner too. We could do it again.”

“It wouldn’t be wise, Prince Simon,” Remedia chided him. “You earned a private tutelage session though. I have the feeling we can both help each other when it comes to magical research, at least. Your unique affinities for the Light and Dark are… fascinating.”

“I will agree… under one condition.” Simon crossed his legs. “We will have dinner again.” 

She laughed again, which he took as a good sign. “I do not know whether you are mad or merely insolently bold,” she said, setting her empty glass aside. “Many would kill for an apprenticeship under the Mage.”

“And I know secrets a Mage would kill for, Your Majesty.” For better or worse. “A dinner is all I ask. A cheap price to pay for forbidden lore, I’m sure you’d agree.”

Remedia hesitated, torn between her inquisitive, Mage-like curiosity and the queenly duties that demanded she not play this very dangerous game. It was a long struggle, during which Simon remained silent, but one side eventually prevailed. 

“I have a very busy schedule,” she said tentatively before asserting her boundaries. “And it will be a meeting between friends. Nothing more.”

“Fine by me.” Simon simply intended to make it seem like he was making progress with Norbelle and to get closer to Remedia. He had the intuition she could become a powerful ally if he played his cards right. “Make room for our next meeting. You won’t regret it.”

Remedia chuckled to herself and looked at the stage, the performers bowing to their audience as their play came to an end. “Very well, you insolent prince… But you'd better surprise me.”



And surprise Remedia he did.

“Fascinating…” she said as she observed a small, stone replica of Fabliau, which she had summoned with her magic. She had put on her Mage outfit, which included a black robe collared with crow feathers, a dark crimson cloak, and a purple cravat. Simon could almost taste the magical power radiating from her. “And you say this ‘Vernal Fury’ ritual can destroy an entire settlement?”

“Up to an area twenty miles wide,” Simon confirmed. “Sufficient to wipe out a small town.”

True to her word, his host had invited Simon for a private spellcasting training session in her private laboratory, a hexagonal chamber on the palace’s uppermost floor. It was absolutely filled with workbenches, bookshelves, and shelves filled with arcane reagents or notebooks. Runic symbols glowed on the walls and condensed mana in the area to the point its particles were faintly visible in the air. 

As he suspected, Queen Remedia didn’t know any of the Stone Muse’s carefully guarded geomantic rituals. Simon was relatively confident sharing those since they were both obscure and extremely inflexible. 

“At the conclusion of the ritual, the chosen sacrifice is slain on top of the city model, symbolically staining the settlement with a citizen’s blood,” Simon explained. “This causes manatree roots to rise up beneath the actual city and ravage it for the length of the vernal equinox.”

“Because that date symbolically represents spring and nature’s renewal,” Remedia noted with keen insight. “Where did you learn this geomantic ritual?”

“I learned from a dryad,” Simon replied evasively, with Remedia raising a skeptical eyebrow at him. “It is true. She developed this ritual in ancient times, when a primitive settlement encroached on her forest without permission, and never shared it with her sisters.”

“I can understand why she chose to do that. It is a devastatingly dangerous spell, if unreliable. Illusea would have used it to devastating effect against Endymion and others would have abused it.” Remedia stroked her chin. “Are you not afraid I will use it against Marthrone one day, Prince Simon?”

“You may try, but you will find our walls are sturdier than any root, and I will know who cast it.” Simon sat on her desk as if he owned the place. “You may then wake up one day to find Fabliau overrun with ivy.”

“A mutually assured destruction pact… and a city is not a country.” Remedia waved her hand, and the Fabliau replica collapsed back to nothingness. “To think you managed to teach me a new spell. There is always more to learn.”

“So you will agree to my dinner proposal?” Simon teased her.

“I will think about it.” Remedia crossed her arms, her fingers touching her elbows. “Are you a demon, Prince Simon, to offer me forbidden knowledge in exchange for favors?”

“If so, you will agree I come cheap.”

“True,” she replied, smiling. “What is the highest tier of spells you can cast? Your true highest Tier.”

“Five,” Simon conceded, “Either in Light-aligned prayers or miasma-aligned conventional spells.”

“Prayers are unreliable, but I know many miasma spells. Your elemental affinities would lend themselves well to psychism as well.” It didn’t surprise Simon that the Mage would guess his affinities by observing him cast spells alone. “Psychism is a school of spellcasting that focuses on non-verbal mental magic, such as telepathy or telekinesis. Your powerful Mind and Soul affinities should make it easy for you to master it.”

“I would be delighted, but if you don’t mind, I would like to practice more chronomancy too,” Simon said, recalling some of the spells he gleaned from the Lighthouse’s forbidden Chronomicon volume. “I’ve read about a spell called Countdown. Do you know it?”

“Of course. Countdown is a Tier V Chronomancy spell that curses the target with Instadeath after five minutes have passed, killing the target by severing the bond between the body and soul.” Remedia smiled. “Are you planning to murder someone?”

Silk, Bert, Casval, Vouivre, all the Zodiac Fiends, the entire Cobweb, and your husband will get his turn if he tries to kill me again. “Just one or two people.”

“I am not certain Countdown would be the best solution to this particular problem, Prince Simon. It is one of the earliest Instadeath-inflicting spells a caster can access and one of the easiest to disrupt. Five minutes is a long time to dispel or disrupt a curse, not to mention that the spell has a limited range.” Remedia chuckled to herself. “Do you know there is a stronger, necromancy variant that can hit a target regardless of distance, but requires knowing the target’s face and name?”

“Truly?” Simon was now curious. “I didn’t know, no. It must be very high-Tier, or else I imagine many dignitaries would fall dead.”

“You are a few tiers short of learning it,” Remedia mused. “I will help you practice Countdown and teach you the Mindflayer Tier V psychism spell. It lets the caster project a psychic blast in a cone that stuns and damages the minds of everyone in its path. It would nicely supplement your Chaos Wave spell. First, you need to focus on dark thoughts…”

And Simon had plenty of those. 

They spent the morning practicing their spellcasting, with Remedia’s intuition proving right on the money; Simon’s affinities and considerable experience with telepathy meant he quickly took to the Mindflayer spell. It had an extensive range of twenty meters, but Simon could tell the stun effect would be the real advantage. Paralyzing weaker foes for a few seconds could mean the difference between life and death. Countdown would take a bit more practice to master, especially since Remedia restricted him to casting it on mice for training. 

Remedia eventually dismissed him to focus on other royal matters, but she voiced interest in helping him unlock his Darkblood and Visionary gifts. Simon suspected she intended to learn how to replicate the traits as part of her objective to bind the Phoenix herself.  

He thus left her arcane laboratory rather content with himself, only to find Norbelle waiting for him in the corridor. 

“Ah, Simon, there you are.” She looked rather pleased to see him emerge from Remedia’s personal lab. “How did your visit to Fabliau go?”

“Fine, only two people tried to murder me.”

“Shame, what a shame, Fabliau’s streets are so much more dangerous than Marthrone’s.” Norbelle put her hands behind her back. “Did you catch them alive?”

Simon sighed. “Unfortunately, not.”

“Disappointing, but it’s fine. I’m sure our enemies will slip up eventually.” Norbelle put a finger on her lips. “Otherwise, I’ve arranged a private sparring session between you and my fiancé this afternoon. Verdis couldn’t wait to learn your amazing Endymian moves.”

“Does his father know?” Simon inquired. The Ranger was bound to throw a fit upon hearing his son had chosen to practice with the man who humiliated him in public. 

“Not yet, but I will make sure he does after the fact,” Norbelle replied with a wicked grin, leaning over to whisper in his ear. “Get along with my fiancé, please. Remedia loves him very much, so the seduction will fall through if you alienate him. I know it’s hard, but you’ll have to bear with it.”

“Don’t worry, I have a lot of experience with unbearable people,” Simon said, the fact that this comment could apply to Norbelle flying completely over her head. “Why do you dislike him so much?”

“Whom, my fiancé?”

“Yes. He seems like a good lad, he’s handsome, a prince… what’s not to like?” Simon asked. “Does he have a dark secret or something, because I don’t get why he hasn’t grown on you.”

Norbelle stared at him with an expression of pure, absolute despair. 

“Norbelle?” Simon asked, a little disturbed. 

“He bores me, Simon,” she lamented, tears forming in her eyes, “He is so bland, he bores me to death.”

  

    
        Chapter 106: The Cocagne Affair (6)

    
    
    
    
  The afternoon training session with Verdis went well, in that Simon spent two hours mopping the floor with him, but the boy had learned a valuable lesson: not rushing in. He had grown a little more cautious when striking Simon and wasted less energy on doomed attempts to get past his guard.

Still, he remained painfully easy to read. 

“Ouch…” Verdis complained after Simon threw him down for what must have been the tenth time within the last hour. “I just can’t get a hit on you.”

“And you’ll never succeed at this rate,” Simon replied upon offering him a hand. “You fight like a tourney knight, trying to prove yourself to a crowd rather than to win. Worse, you think your sword is your only weapon, when your weapon is anything that helps you win: your mind, the terrain, the enemy’s overconfidence…”

“I think I see what you mean, but…” Verdis scratched the back of his head. “I don’t know where to start…”

“By finding the enemy’s weak point,” Simon said. “When I used to train with my siblings, one of them loved to taunt me about my mother. It infuriated me and threw me off balance, which then made me slip up.” Thalas’ jabs still stung after all of these years, but he now saw the advantage of calculated cruelty in a fight. That was how he had beaten Alphonse the first time, after all. “Try to taunt me next time. Think of something that hurts.”

“But that’s…” Verdis shifted uncomfortably. “That’s vicious…”

“So what? Victory is all that matters, Verdis. If you win, you have nothing to explain, and if you lose… Well, you probably won’t be around to explain yourself.” Simon crossed his arms. “Do you love your mother?”

“Yes, of course I do!”

“If someone were to threaten her, if you had the choice between saving her life and fighting fairly or being kind… What would you choose?” Simon asked pointedly. “Wouldn’t you give everything you have to save her?” 

“I…” Verdis bit his tongue. “I see your point, sir.” 

“Sir?” Simon chuckled. “I’m not that much older than you.”

“That’s even worse, because it shows how hard I have to work to catch up to you.” Verdis sheathed his training sword. “Do you think I can get there?”

Probably not without a time-traveling Class, no, Simon thought, though he didn’t have it in him to hurt the boy’s feelings. “Only if you’re ready to do whatever it takes to get there, Verdis. It’s a long, hard road.”

“I understand.” Verdis nodded gravely, clenching his fist. “I’ll keep working hard until I’m worthy of joining the Wildguard.”

“Is that your goal?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry to say this, but… is it not beneath you? The Wildguard seems to be an important institution, but they are royal bodyguards. Surely you should be leading armies or a ministry.”

“I’m… I’m a boy.” Verdis smiled faintly. “Princes aren’t well-regarded in Cocagne, so joining the Wildguard and serving as a back-up Ranger should anything happen to my father is pretty much the best I can hope for in life.” 

“I… see.” Simon frowned. “I’m a bit surprised, though. You’re your parents’ only child, and they both seem to love you.”

“They do, but I can’t inherit the throne, so I was born to be married off to some noblewoman and be forgotten. I’m lucky they set me up with Norbelle rather than some old crone.” No, that wasn’t luck. “I hope to show my nation that I can make a name for myself through my own skills.”

“That’s a laudable goal.” Simon couldn’t help but see a little of himself in Verdis. “You know, I’m a bastard. The runt of the family. Nobody expects much of me back home.”

“What, really?” Verdis struggled to believe his ears. “But you’re so strong!”

“And yet, I still have a long way before I can rival my siblings,” Simon replied. Even Thalas was still higher-leveled than he was. 

“That’s…” Verdis scratched the back of his head again, which Simon noticed he always did when he was nervous. “That’s rather scary. I can’t imagine what your brothers must be like.” 

“Pray you never meet them.” Or they’ll eat you alive quicker than Norbelle. “All of this to say, I understand that desire to prove yourself, and that drive will give you strength.” 

“That’s very kind of you, sir.”

“Just call me Simon. We’re going to be brothers-in-law soon enough.” Simon stretched his back. “Anyway, let us call it quits for the day.”

“Wait,” Verdis said. “Do you have board games in Endymion?”

“We have a few, yes.” Simon often played them with Belzemine in past reigns. “I like Board & Conquest the most.”

“I was about to suggest we have a match.” Verdis cleared his throat. “If you’ve nothing else planned for the evening, of course.” 

Simon was about to reply that he had some reading to do, but a part of him welcomed a break. “Sure.”

Simon couldn’t recall having a male friend in a very long time. He liked Leonard as a person and trusted Duchar in spite of his eccentricities, but they were retainers and servants first and foremost. Hector Honorius and, ironically enough, Casval—prior to his betrayal—had probably been the closest thing he had to friends whose company he enjoyed for its own sake. 

All in all, he liked Verdis. He was a nice kid, kind, and with some charm. He would melt many a maiden’s heart once he gained a few years and confidence… but Norbelle would always remain a prize too high to seize, even for a prince. His father was right. Verdis would have fit right in with Satine and the White Unicorn. 

And the House of Magnos would eat him alive. 



Days passed without much progress besides magical training sessions. The night of the ball soon arrived, and Simon met his surprise date.

All he learned from Norbelle was that she had to send her personal airship to pick her up, but it was only when she entered Simon’s quarters with an entourage of succubi handmaidens that he met her face-to-face for the first time… this reign. 

“Simon, let me introduce you to your date for the evening,” Norbelle said with a smile, the irony of the situation completely unknown to her. “Duchess Justine Eligos of Magvolia and her devil handmaidens.”

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Prince Simon,” Justine said. “I hope you will find me an agreeable companion.”

“I’m sure I will,” Simon replied warily. It had been some time since Simon last saw her, but Justine Eligos still managed to dazzle him. She had arrived wearing a crimson gown as expensive as it was scandalous, with a neckline reaching nearly all the way to her navel, a ruby necklace glittering in the dark, and a diadem carefully crafted to resemble a horned, infernal crown. She would surely be a highlight of the evening. “But aren’t you married, Lady Eligos?”

“Yes, I am.” She covered her mouth with her fan. “Will that stop you, Your Highness?”

Simon chuckled at her sheer moxie. “You are a black-hearted fiend, Lady Eligos,” he said upon taking her hand and kissing it. “I will tread carefully around you.”

A married duchess appearing as the date of a bastard prince with a set of succubi in tow? This was perfectly calculated to cause a massive scandal. Moreover, Justine Eligos was an elegant, mature woman with a reputation for spellcasting, not unlike Remedia. She was a living message and suggestion for the queen. 

Norbelle was such a naughty girl. 

However, Simon could only think of one reason why the two of them would be in close contact, and why Justine Eligos would agree to show up here. 

“You told her,” Simon accused Norbelle.

“Yes, I did,” Norbelle replied, smiling. “Lady Eligos has been pestering me through letters to study my gifts, so when I told her I had a brother with the same ones who’s looking into ways to power them up, and that she could study him closely if she would only be his date for a single night of pleasure… she couldn’t resist.”

“Princess Norbelle drove a hard bargain,” Justine said, a small smile on her lips, “But I suspect we will all walk away from this with what we want.”

Simon considered the situation. It annoyed him that Norbelle had shared that information with another, especially a secret elf agent, but he should have expected as much. She likely sent a letter to Euphemia as well. 

On the other hand, it also explained how the Church Party and the White Unicorn first established contact during the civil war; Justine Eligos likely served as their intermediary. Simon now strongly suspected that he would see more White Unicorn agents at the ball, especially considering how Filip tried to organize an alliance with them. 

Moreover, Shabram’s purge operation was still a week and a half away from completion, and Justine had fled last time… This was a surprise, but one that could serve his plans quite well. 

“Shabram, Agnes,” he mentally called out to his allies in Frightwall. “There’s going to be a slight change of plans in our timing when it comes to dealing with the Malphas family…”

Thankfully, most of the groundwork had already been done. He only needed to secure some… insurance.

“Yes, I think we shall,” Simon said as he offered Justine his arm right after he finished mentally issuing Shabram and Belzemine their new orders. “Shall we take this ball by storm?”

Justine laughed. “Right after you, Your Highness.”

The Cocagne Palace’s ballroom was quite large, though nothing like the splendid halls that could be found in Endymion. Phoenix statues adorned walls while manalith chandeliers cast light on fine rugs representing the Ranger and Mage Crestone heraldry. 

Simon walked in wearing a doublet provided by Norbelle and bearing the manticore insignia of House Magnos, which made him look like a true prince rather than an upjumped bastard, while Norbelle came in a splendid red gown that left her shoulders and back completely exposed, distracting poor Verdis. 

The ballroom was already packed with nobles when they arrived, all of them turning at them and gasping in shock once they noticed the succubi handmaidens following Justine; something which deeply amused both Simon’s date and Norbelle. Those two shared the same appetite for the scandalous and the shocking. He noticed others muttering and exchanging whispers. Simon had the feeling that rumors about him and Justine had already begun to spread. 

Simon checked all the people present. As he suspected, he spotted Princess Satine and Alphonse among the guests, though they did their best not to draw too much attention to themselves. 

Do they always show up here, or did my actions cause them to change their plans? Simon wondered. He was pretty sure those two should have been in Valne at this point in time, though he couldn’t exactly recall the date when he crossed their path at Rosanne’s adventurer guild. At least I don’t see Silk or Bert around for once. 

“Are you already eyeing another woman, Your Highness?” Justine teased him upon noticing his interest in Satine and her companion. 

“Not at all,” Simon whispered back in her ear, going on the offensive. “It is the Paladin with her that bothers me.”

A true actress, Justine hid her surprise behind a small blink. “The Paladin?”

“See the young man with her?” he asked. “I saw them in a dream of mine. He was the Paladin, and she a princess.”

“Intriguing. I recognize that woman as Princess Satine Renais, Magvolia’s fallen ruler, but I thought the Paladin was an old Lorean knight.” It was a lie, but one spoken so naturally it almost sounded true. “What happened to them in that dream of yours?”

“They died in dark woods at the hands of demons, failing to achieve anything.” Simon feigned curiosity. “You believe me?”

“I do,” Justine replied. Naming the Paladin had given credence to Simon’s claims, as he suspected. “I have studied Visionaries and Darkblooded individuals for many years, and I have theorized a combination of the two would have dreams tainted with death and violence.”

“To what purpose did you study such a union?”

She chuckled, her fan covering her mouth. “If you are a good prophet, then you should find a way to dream about it.”

“Your sharp tongue is only matched by your charm,” Simon complimented her, before spotting the king and queen of Cocagne walking in. 

Remedia was splendid, as always, and her husband looked every inch the king in his dark green doublet and golden-half cape… yet the dark scowl on his face was plain for all to see, as was the way the queen looked away, her hold on Filip’s arm so light it was clear she wanted nothing more than to let go. 

Those two had fought and argued before coming here. Simon could tell, as could Norbelle, who quickly beckoned her half-brother and his date to come with her and Verdis to greet the royals.

“Father, Mother, you look so lovely tonight,” Norbelle complimented them. “I should invest in a Crestone necklace as well; yours goes well with everything.”

“Thank you, Norbelle, you are dashing yourself,” Remedia replied, while her husband remained deathly quiet. The queen blinked when she noticed Simon’s date and the slight age difference. “As is your brother… who is this woman with you, Prince Simon?”

“Let me introduce you to Duchess Justine Eligos, Your Majesty,” Simon replied.

“It is an honor to meet the Mage in person, Your Majesty,” Justine said respectfully, before adding, as if catching herself, “And the Ranger too, of course.”

Filip frowned, perhaps because he recognized the name. “Where is Duke Eligos? Dead?”

“He stayed at home,” Justine replied with a smirk, enjoying the shocked flush on Remedia’s face. 

Filip glared at Simon with venomous disgust. “You dare make a mockery of this event by showing yourself with a married woman?”

“You need not fear anything, Your Majesty,” Simon replied, smiling at the king consort and then twisting the knife. “I’m sure the women of Cocagne are quite safe with a warrior of your strength...”

Filip’s jaw clenched so hard at the thinly-veiled insult, while Remedia looked torn between being amused in spite of herself at the jab, and the urge to admonish Simon for his insolence. Verdis blushed in embarrassment, and Norbelle grinned ear to ear. 

“Either way, the dances shall begin soon,” Remedia said, trying to change the subject before it devolved any further. “Norbelle, Verdis, since this gathering is in your honor, it will fall to you to open the ball.”

“We should join in too,” Simon told Justine. “Will you grant me the pleasure of your company on the dancefloor, milady?”

“With pleasure,” Justine replied. 

Afterwards, Remedia publicly raised a toast to her son’s official engagement to Norbelle, calling it the beginning of a ‘brand new era of friendship between their nations,’ with Simon’s sister showcasing the Phoenix’s favor for the arrangement by summoning a tiny, eagle-sized manifestation of the eidolon in the room for the briefest of instants. Her display of power and divine favor was met with thunderous applause, though Filip and a good fourth of the assembly clapped timidly. Simon guessed that a large amount of the nobility would simply never support the marriage, no matter the circumstances. 

Afterwards, Simon and Justine joined Norbelle, Verdis, and five other couples for the opening dance to the tune of soothing harp and piano music. Simon could feel Remedia and Filip’s eyes on his back. 

“Your sister planned this,” Justine noted. “I can see it clear as day. Right now, our poor Mage must be thinking that she could be in my place, that things could be different, if she dared cross that line…”

“My sister is a devious soul,” Simon confirmed. Part of him wondered how that particular plot would go. Remedia had so far proved wise enough not to fall for the honey trap laid before her, but she did have an affair with Balzam of all people in a previous reign… “But for this evening, I am entirely yours.”

“A mere evening?” she leaned forward, whispering in his ear. “I might have a use for you until morning.”

Simon chuckled. Elaine was right, her aunt did have a fondness for younger men… “I thought you came here to investigate my dreams, but you would deprive me of them?”

“You can rest during the day,” Justine teased him. “I’m curious, though. I could have sworn you recognized me when we met. Did you dream about me?”

“You are quite sharp, Lady Eligos,” Simon replied, sensing his moment. “I do have a prophecy for you.”

“Oh?” She smiled, a flash of curiosity passing over her fair face. “Do tell.”

“There will come a time, very soon, when someone sees through those…” He leaned toward her, breathing poison in her ear and mind, “Sharp ears of yours.”

Justine Eligos missed a step and nearly tripped, but Simon caught her by the back and looked into her eyes in a way that could be interpreted as romantic. So many whistled in the audience, yet all Simon could see in his partner’s eyes were fear and surprise. 

“Your family will soon lose everything except their lives,” Simon said upon pulling her back up. “Your master’s plan will crumble to dust, and your hopes of victory will be dashed in cruel betrayal. Your prestige and pleasures will slip out of your grasp.” He held her by the waist and twirled her, and she was too spooked to resist. “But there will be a way out, a path to keep your glory…”

He faced her near the end of the dance, his forehead touching her own.

“Come back to me when your world turns to ashes. Only through me will you regain your power and prestige.” The music stopped, their performance applauded by the crowd. “Another dance, Justine?”

She remained silent as a tomb, with skin pale like chalk.

“I thought so.” Simon pointed at Satine and Alphonse with his chin. “Please introduce me to your White Unicorn friends, elf. There is something I need to ask of them.”

Justine bit her lip, then nodded and led them to Alphonse and Satine. The two were about to take to the dancefloor when they saw the other couple approach them.

“Princess Satine, charming as always,” Simon introduced himself as if they were old friends. “Could I borrow you for a dance?”

Although Alphonse simply frowned, his Darksense failing to pierce through Simon’s Anathemic Secrecy, Satine frowned at him. “And who might you be?”

“Simon Magnos of Endymion,” he replied, Alphonse’s eyes burning with hatred the moment his name came up. “Since this is an evening meant to mend old wounds, I hoped we could share a dance as friends.” 

Satine could barely contain her disgust. “No, I do not think I will dance with you, Prince Magnos,” she replied icily, uttering Simon’s family name as if it were a curse. “It would not be correct for me to dance with my country’s conquerors.”

“Do it, Erzelander,” Justine said, stressing the name as if it meant something… which it did, based on the shocked expressions on their faces. “He knows about Alphonse.”

Alphonse’s scowl turned murderous. He made a move that suggested he would transform into the Paladin then and there, only for his date to put her hand on his arm and stop him. 

“Very well,” said the princess, “I am not afraid of you, Magnos.” 

“Satine…” Alphonse gritted his teeth. “He is a murderer.”

“Your master’s death was my father’s doing, not mine,” Simon replied, though he was clearly wasting his words. The Paladin would not listen immediately to reason after stewing on his hatred for years. “A dance is all I ask. I shall not harm you under this roof.”

“You will not harm her, or anyone else, period,” Alphonse threatened. “Once this ball is over–”

“I’ll fight you if you want, Alphonse, but not tonight,” Simon cut in as he offered his hand to Satine. “The dance will begin soon.”

The princess boldly—albeit reluctantly—grabbed his hand and the two of them walked onto the dancefloor, with Alphonse glaring balefully at Simon’s back. The Paladin barely contained himself. 

“You are bold, princess,” Simon complimented Satine when the music began. He had already seen that aspect of her back in Magvolia, when he had to sacrifice her. “And very wise.”

“Spare me your flattery and spit your venom,” Satine replied icily, going through the motions of the dance. 

“Very well. I have two questions for you.” The two of them waltzed past Norbelle and Verdis. “Did you come here hoping to salvage a failed betrothal to the prince of Cocagne, or to make contact with the Church Party in the hope of allying against the War Party and negotiating Magvolia’s independence?”

“Both,” she replied curtly, confirming his suspicions. “Next question.”

Here we go. “Why aren’t you and Alphonse going after the Zodiac Fiends?”

That question took her aback, her expression shifting from hatred to confusion. “What are you talking about?”

Simon frowned at her. “There is a powerful demon sealed in Magvolia’s Darkwood. As a princess of its fallen nation, you must surely know of it… and its impending escape.”

“I do,” Satine replied. “We have an elven archmage who can restore the seal before it breaks.”

“She’s either mistaken or lying to you,” Simon replied. “The current seal won’t hold even if it is reinforced. One of our best archmages already confirmed it. She will be free when the comet glows in the Minotaur constellation’s light, as will her other siblings.” 

Now she looked concerned. “Her… her siblings?” 

She… didn’t know? “Don’t you know that the world is going to end? That the Zodiac Fiends will rise from their demonbarrows once the comet arrives, triggering a new Doom?”

The princess’ puzzled expression was an answer in itself. 

She didn’t know.

But the Oracle had to be aware of it. They knew about the Stone Muse’s location and that her seal was fraying, and elves named the damn comet that kept causing them headaches every four centuries. She had to be aware of the incoming disaster. Yet she didn’t tell the Paladin’s entourage… the same way she didn’t tell them about what happened to souls caught in the Darkwood’s clutches. 

The White Unicorn is a coalition, Simon realized. His mistake was to consider them a united whole when they were different groups with their own motives and endgames that simply cooperated against the Overlord. The elves and the Paladin may not pursue the same goal. 

But why? Why keep the information from the Paladin and his allies? So he would focus entirely on the Overlord because the Oracle deemed Balzam the greater threat or thought they could take on the Zodiac Fiends afterwards? 

Whatever the case, there was a weakness to exploit there. A wedge to widen. 

Maybe even the slight possibility of peace. 

“Let me tell you, princess,” he said as the music echoed in the hall, “About the tale of the Heroes and the Zodiac Fiends…”

  

    
        Chapter 107: The Cocagne Affair (7)

    
    
    
    
  Satine ended the dance looking quite shaken.

“That is… unbelievable,” she said once Simon concluded his tale, her skin paler than chalk. “I would have been informed…”

“I have no doubt the Oracle knows, since she was already alive and active when the Zodiac Fiends first started stirring up trouble,” Simon replied. “Maybe she wants you to focus on the Overlord, or she is mistaken and believes the seals can be reinforced. Either way, the threat is real. Even my father threw enormous resources to secure those demonbarrows, and I know the Cobweb is looking for them too.”

Satine glared at him. “Or this is just another lie to keep us distracted and divided.”

“Ask Frea to check the seal and double-check yourself, if you don’t believe me.” The look of shock on the princess’ face when he named her elven teacher was pure delight to Simon. “Do you realize it now? Endymion knows everything about you and your organization. You will lose if you pick the wrong fight.”

Satine remained silent as the music reached its conclusion. Simon let go of her once the dance ended, at which point he noticed Alphonse walking up to him with a furious expression. 

The Paladin took off one of his gloves, and then threw it at Simon’s feet. 

Silence fell upon the room, which Alphonse quickly broke. “You know what that means, Magnos.”

By the Light, everyone was looking at them now, from Remedia to Norbelle…

“I suppose we cannot settle this with a dance competition, Alphonse?” Simon quipped in an attempt to lighten up the mood.

It failed miserably. 

“Are you mocking me?” Alphonse raised his voice, his fist clenched. “After all your family has done, you think you can just walk away?!”

“Alphonse…” Satine said, but it was already too late.

“What’s going on here?” Norbelle asked, a wide grin stretching on her face. “Did you steal another girlfriend, Simon?”

“I did no such thing,” Simon retorted in annoyance. Everyone would think he was a skirt-chaser at this rate, and worse, the situation was rapidly getting out of hand! “He is a man our father wronged.”

Norbelle pouted, drawing a blank. “That hardly narrows it down.”

“Your family executed my uncle and he ordered my master’s assassination!” Alphonse snapped, his finger pointed at Simon. “I shall have retribution!”

“This is madness!” Verdis protested. “Simon is no killer!”

“I shall have no blood staining my ballroom!” Remedia ordered with a thundering voice, crackling with magic. “Who are you, Ser, to challenge one of my guests under my roof?!”

“He is Alphonse of Lore, the man I told you about,” Filip said, squinting at Alphonse. Having one of his handpicked guests causing trouble didn’t reflect well on him. “Those are serious accusations, Ser.”

This is bad, Simon thought while trying to figure out a peaceful way out of this situation. A fight would likely lead to Norbelle or Remedia getting involved, which in turn would bring this ball to Endymion’s and Illusea’s attention. Should I challenge Alphonse to a no-Class duel? He’s honorable enough to agree, but it won’t settle the matter.

Leonard, who had been attending the party with Meredith, walked up to Simon’s side. “Your Highness, allow me to be your champion.”

I have to choose now. Simon considered how to de-escalate this situation before it spiraled out of control, when an idea crossed his mind. Let’s hope this works. 

“Very well, Alphonse,” he said. “I agree to duel you at a place and time of your choosing, under one condition.”

Alphonse glared at him, smelling a trap. “Which one?”

“As the challenged party, I have the right to pick the weapon.” Simon crossed his arms. “And in the spirit of this country, I shall thus pick prayers.”

Alphonse blinked in surprise. “Prayers?”

“We will call upon the Light to bless us with our highest Tier spell,” Simon replied, spotting the way Norbelle smirked with a finger on her lips. “If you can cast one higher than mine, then I will let you kill me. If I win, we shall part ways without bloodshed. Surely if I am as unholy as you say, then my pleas will go unanswered.”

There was no way Alphonse could cast Tier V prayers at the moment, and even if he could, surely seeing the Light bless the Overlord’s spawn should shake him to his core; perhaps enough to listen to reason. 

“You will cheat,” Alphonse said, his scowl deepening. “There is no way you would agree to this otherwise.”

“The Mage can be our judge.” Simon turned to Queen Remedia, hoping she would go along rather than smite them on the spot for ruining her ball. “Would you agree to arbitrate this contest? I assure you it won’t last long.”

Remedia hesitated and scowled as Filip whispered something in her ear. Whatever he said caused her to nod slightly. 

“Very well,” she decided as she put on her Class outfit and then swiftly summoned a faceless effigy in the middle of the dance floor. “I shall pay close attention, and anyone caught cheating shall be punished for it. Everyone, please step back.”

The crowd moved back with delight at this unexpected spectacle, leaving Alphonse and Simon alone in the middle. “I would wish you good luck,” Norbelle told her brother, “But we both know you won’t need any.”

I pray you’re right, sister, or we’ll have a fight on our hands. Simon glanced at Alphonse and said, “You first.”

Alphonse took a deep breath and quickly cast his spell. “Guide our way and blind the wicked, oh radiant lightstone! Light Nimbus!”

A circle of blinding light materialized over the effigy’s head, and gasps of awe spread through the crowd. Norbelle smiled ear to ear with interest, and even Simon’s eyes widened in shock, though not for the same reason. 

“A Tier IV spell,” Remedia noted with appreciation, “An impressive display for one so young.”

And that didn’t make any sense! 

Something was wrong. Alphonse shouldn’t be able to cast a Tier IV prayer spell at this point in time. Barbas himself couldn’t cast one at over level fifty! Even when taking into account the fact that Templars were mere Vassal Classes of the Paladin, Alphonse shouldn’t be higher than level thirty or so right now.

He had somehow become stronger much sooner than in previous reigns. 

This must be because of his Heroic Destiny ability, Simon thought, his jaw clenching. Does it grant him an exp boost proportional to the Overlord’s level or something similar? If so, then Alphonse’s actions might begin to deviate across the reigns as he grows in power. There’s no way he’ll stick to training in Valne if he skyrockets in levels.

Solving that mystery would wait for another time. For now, Simon followed Alphonse’s demonstration by casting something a cut above his rival’s spell. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!”

Holy blue flames consumed the effigy, to the shock of everyone save Norbelle and Cocagne’s royal family. Satine covered her mouth in shock, and Justine’s eyes gleamed with fascination behind her fan. Alphonse’s confidence collapsed, his jaw dropping. 

“A Tier V prayer,” Remedia said, Simon catching a smile of relief at the edge of her lips. They had just avoided a fight. “There was no foul play from either side. I thus declare Simon Magnos the winner.” 

“That’s impossible…” Alphonse muttered, now at a loss for words.

Here’s my chance, Simon thought as he made his move. “Do you realize it now? You were deceived, Alphonse. It was my father, Balzam Magnos, who framed me for your master’s murder because it amused him to see us at each other’s throats. He feared we might one day meet as friends, and do you know why?”

Simon put a hand on his chest and dropped the bomb.

“Because the imperial concubine your uncle was meeting behind the Overlord’s back… was my own mother!”  

His declaration was met with gasps from nearly everyone in the ballroom. Satine covered her mouth in shock, Alphonse was paler than chalk, and Norbelle… Norbelle was the only one grinning, the cruel bitch.

“The Overlord executed her alongside your uncle, because they planned to leave for Lore with me in tow… and Balzam Magnos does not share.” Even now, after many reigns to process this truth, Simon couldn’t suppress the bitterness in his voice. “Do you understand now?! He hoped that we killed each other because had things been different, we could have been family! The irony of us tearing each other apart amused him to his core!”

Alphonse stared at Simon as if the bastard prince had grown a second head… or rather, like a man suddenly reconsidering everything he once took for granted. 

He… he was listening.

Alphonse was actually listening. 

“I have told Princess Satine everything you need to know,” Simon said, immediately. “You are aiming your sword at the wrong target. I will not deny my father’s sins, and I’m sure he’ll pay for them one day–” And already had, “–but the Overlord is not the threat you should be focusing on right now.”

Alphonse’s expression turned into a thoughtful scowl, which only deepened when Satine leaned over to whisper in his ear. He stared at Simon for a moment, clearly needing to digest all these new pieces of information. 

“I will… investigate this,” he decided. “If you are truly innocent of my master and uncle’s deaths, then…” Alphonse took a deep breath. “Then I am truly sorry.”

For once, Simon was surprised in a very pleasant way, and slightly at a loss of words.

“Apologies accepted, Alphonse,” Simon replied, not sure what else to say. “It’s my father alone I blame.”

Alphonse nodded sharply, and then turned to now and apologized to Filip and Remedia. “I am sorry as well for ruining your ball, Your Majesties. It seems I was deceived.”

Remedia nodded slowly, though she didn’t forgive him entirely. “You should be on your way, Ser Alphonse, Princess Satine. Your presence caused enough of a ruckus.”

It was a polite way to dismiss them, and probably a way to save their lives. Those two had caught Norbelle’s notice and perhaps that of dangerous spies attending this party. Alphonse and his companion bowed at the queen and her husband, then left. 

For what perhaps must have been a first, the Paladin and Overlord unknowingly parted ways without bloodshed. 



The ball soon died down after the duel, though Simon had made such an impression that he spent most of the evening being swarmed by nobles eager to barrage him with questions. How did he learn to cast Tier V prayers at his age? Was it true that the Mage took him as her newest apprentice? Was it true that he had bested the Ranger in a duel? Did he have an illicit relationship with Empress Euphemia and was sent to Cocagne as punishment? Simon had no idea where that one came from, and it left him rather uneasy. 

“Now everyone thinks I’m a professional wife-stealer,” Simon complained to Norbelle once they returned to their quarters. “Are you happy now?”

“Yes, very,” she said, hands behind her back. “Although I would have preferred if your date hadn’t slipped away. Did you frighten her off?”

Yes, he had. “She teleported home in a pinch to deal with a… family matter, but she will come crawling back soon enough.” 

“Interesting… and a shame. I had left a basket of wine for you two, to ease the coupling.” Norbelle licked her lips in a way that reminded Simon of a wolf salivating at the prospect of incoming bloodshed. “I was looking forward to it almost as much as a new Paladin candidate showing up.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Paladin candidate?”

“Don’t play coy with me, brother.” Norbelle smirked at him. “That Alphonse is the new Paladin’s son. He must have a Paladin Vassal Class, so he can transfer that experience once we inevitably kill his old man and hasten his inheritance.”

Ah, Norbelle, so close and yet so far. “Are you going to pursue him?”

“Why would I? Paladins always fail to beat us, that’s what they’re known for.” Norbelle chuckled to herself. “The new one won’t even get past Thalas.”

The worst part was that she was likely right… Alphonse was doomed to fail in his quest to defeat House Magnos, at least until that Heroic Destiny power let him catch up in levels. Simon wondered if it would be worth dedicating a reign befriending the White Unicorn to better investigate that ability.

I may have a path open to make peace with them now, Simon thought. Showing his prayers and Anathemic Secrecy-powered false affinity for the Light threw its believers off their game. I don’t think the Oracle will let go of our feud so easily, but Alphonse’s group isn’t beyond help… and who would be better at handling the Zodiac Fiends than them? 

“Anyway, my dear brother, I think I’ve finally figured out what’s going on with you…” Norbelle licked her lips. “What I don’t get is why and how, but I’ll find out eventually.”

“Will you now?” Simon teased her evasively once they reached their bedrooms, knowing better than to give away anything. It could be a bluff for all he knew. 

“Yes, I do, but I’m having fun trying to figure it out… you’ve managed to make this boring assignment finally enjoyable, and that’s priceless.” Norbelle pecked him on the cheek as they passed by her room. “Thank you for the wonderful evening, and don’t forget to kiss Remedia for me.”

Simon raised an eyebrow as Norbelle closed her door behind her. Had she figured out he was the Overlord, or that he had plans of his own? He had tried not to give anything away, but his half-sister was about as sharp and perceptive as Louis. 

Either way, he found his quarters empty. Leonard and Meredith were probably spending the night together, as Simon foresaw when he gave them some free time. He had the intuition that those two were more or less bound to get together, given time, at least unless the civil war split them up.

After checking he was alone and incinerating the one mouse he found trying to spy on him with Hellfire, Simon noticed Norbelle’s gift basket and opened one of the wine bottles. He heard the familiar, faint noise of someone teleporting into his room. 

“It is quite late, Your Majesty,” Simon told his not-so-unexpected guest. 

“Did you foresee I would come here?” Remedia asked, glancing at the wine. Did she think he would stoop so low as to poison her? “Is that why you sent Lady Eligos away? Because you thought I would come to you?”

“It was just a gut feeling, and a happy coincidence. The wine wasn’t delivered for you.” Simon offered her a glass. “I would check it for poison just in case, and I’m afraid I don’t have food for dinner.”

Remedia smiled and waved her hand at his table. Delicious-looking blackberry pudding materialized on top of it, alongside cutlery.

“I have to ask,” Simon said, “Did you teleport it from the pantry or create it from nothing?”

“The latter. One of my predecessors was inspired to create this Black Pudding spell after a few slime-related incidents.” Remedia used her magic to cause a knife to float and cut slices of jelly for them. “You love to cause trouble, don’t you? Picking a fight with my Ranger husband and then the Paladin.”

Of course she knew about Alphonse’s true Class. Simon suspected Filip had intended to introduce them to each other during the party, only for things to degenerate. The King-Consort was not having a good time lately.

“My apologies about that mess,” Simon replied, the queen smiling at his lack of surprise when it came to Alphonse’s Class. He tasted his pudding slice and found it deliciously sweet. “I didn’t expect things to take such a sharp turn.”

“Is it true what you said? Your father killed that boy’s uncle and teacher?” Remedia gulped. “Did he… truly kill your mother?”

“Yes, he did all that, and he framed me for the deed.” On top of taking her skull and using it to lure me into a trap for a laugh while he was at it. 

“It does not surprise me. I only had the displeasure of crossing paths with Balzam Magnos once years ago, and I mostly remember his unwanted advances and…” Remedia scowled. “That other issue…” 

Simon frowned at her. “That other issue?”

“It’s nothing to concern yourself with. I think… I think it might be too late for us either way.” Remedia sipped her wine with a scowl on her face. Simon noticed a faint aura of magic in her hand, perhaps a purging spell to avoid any poisoning attempt. “The damage is done.”

Now Simon was curious. “If you need someone to talk to–”

She snorted. “Would you take the prince of a hostile neighbor for a confidant?”

“Who else then?” Simon replied pointedly. “You and Filip don’t get along, Verdis is young, and you don’t seem to have any close friends.”

“Blunt, but not incorrect," Remedia admitted, though she quickly changed the subject rather than pursue that line of thought. “What is this threat you mentioned? What did you warn Satine about? It must have been quite important to make the Paladin reconsider going after the Overlord.”

Simon considered how to answer. He had so far been careful when it came to telling others about the Zodiac Fiends because the likes of Vouivre or the Cobweb were already looking for them, and the idea of someone like Louis hearing about those was terrifying. At least he could trust the Paladin to try to destroy those crystals rather than exploit them. 

Nonetheless, he recalled from his father’s notes that Cocagne held at least one demonbarrow, and it would have struck him as odd if the Mage knew nothing about dangerous demon lords or Abraxas…

“Have you ever heard about the tale of the Heroes and the Zodiac Fiends?” Simon inquired.

Remedia’s expression immediately sharpened. She knew. “Of course.”

“It’s not a legend, it’s history. A group of demons based on the Zodiac constellations are spread across the world, and their seals are wavering. They are threats to us all.” Simon met her gaze. “And there is one in your country, Your Majesty.”

Remedia held onto her glass without a word, her expression a blank mask of stone. Simon felt tension spreading through the air as she hesitated over whether to keep her mouth shut or give away a vital piece of information. 

“There is indeed one such fiend sealed in Cocagne,” Remedia admitted. “But it is quite secure.”

“It’s not,” Simon argued. “Next year will see the return of the same comet that unleashed the Doom, and it will raise miasma levels worldwide. Once it crosses the constellation associated with your land’s Zodiac Fiend, the monster will regain its full power and break out. No seal will be able to hold it.”

“Why tell me this?” Remedia asked, her frown deepening. “My nation remains independent from the empire. You would have a much easier time swooping in and conquering us after we exhaust ourselves fighting a demon lord, if what you say is true.”

“Conquest is not my goal,” Simon replied. “I am telling you for the same reason I let the Paladin go, even though he’s my family’s enemy: because this new Doom is a threat to us all, and countless people will die if we do not deal with it.”

Remedia fell into silence once more, considering his words. Simon could tell they had hit a nerve, and she knew enough to at least take them into consideration. 

“There used to be a treasure buried beneath our Summer Palace in the north of the country,” she finally said. “A miasma crystal bearing the emblem of the Lion, which the royal family swore to safeguard from fools and villains alike. We kept it safely sealed in its vault for centuries…” She chuckled upon finishing her wine. “Until one of my predecessors required a power source to keep this castle afloat.”

Simon’s eyes widened in shock. “No way…” He had spent days in this castle and never detected a whiff of the Dark. “I don’t sense anything.”

“As I said, our seals are secure… or I would have assumed so until today.” Remedia set her glass aside on the table. “When will this comet arrive?”

“On the 27th of Frimaire 404 AD, according to my calculations,” Simon replied. “If it is the Lion, then it will empower the fiend from the 23rd of Thermidor 405 AD to the end of Fructidor.”

“A month of disaster two years from now…” Remedia nodded to herself. “I am not entirely convinced by your claims, but this would line up with other information I have gathered from personal and institutional research, especially on the matter of miasma build-up worldwide.”

“So you believe me?”

“I do, to a point. I trust, but verify.” Remedia smiled faintly. “Either way, I thank you for bringing this information to me. It has not fallen on deaf ears.”

“I hope so, for your sake and that of your nation.” Simon sighed and stretched his neck. “Either way, Your Majesty, my thanks for the pudding, but we should probably continue our discussion in the morning.”

“Yes, of course. I expect you to show up at the expected time.” Remedia shifted in place, looking suddenly hesitant and unsure of herself. Her tongue clicked in her mouth, the queen clearly having something to say, but struggling to hold it back.

“Your Majesty?” Simon inquired. 

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I have a question for you. A rumor reached my ears, which I am unsure whether I should believe or not… or if you will even answer honestly.”

Simon had a pretty good idea of what she had heard. “Ask away, Your Majesty.”

She steeled herself. “Is the Overlord dead?”
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  A few days after Simon answered Remedia’s questions, he received the supreme honor of being summoned to an emergency meeting of her council of ministers.

He was invited to sit in a large hall with an equally long oaken table and ostentatious chairs carved in the shape of various eidolons. Remedia took the Phoenix throne herself, while behind her back loomed a massive golden effigy of a lion encrusted in a wall that glared down at the people present with emerald eyes. Representatives of all branches of the government, from the Senate to the Magisterium to the Shadowguard and most major noble houses, were already present. 

Simon noted that two-thirds of the people present were women rather than men, which didn’t surprise him all that much. The Queendom’s laws of succession had influenced that of its society, making it so that women ended up more valued as heirs or leaders in Cocagne. 

“What is he doing here?” Filip asked the moment he noticed Simon’s presence. 

“Prince Simon has earned my trust, and confirmed your intel on Balzam Magnos,” Remedia replied upon inviting them to sit at her left and right; a supreme honor if there was ever one. “Considering his unique position in Endymion’s hierarchy and relative neutrality in the empire’s internal affairs, I believe his insight will prove crucial.”

This is it, Simon thought as he sat, knowing this would be the moment where he would have to pick a side. The fact that she didn’t invite Norbelle means she’s still weighing her options.

While Filip didn’t look happy at Remedia’s choice, he simply settled on glaring at Simon. He had the feeling the Ranger was on thin ice as a consort and simply couldn’t continue opposing his wife in public. Simon noticed that many ministers didn’t seem all that eager to sit near him.

“You have all been gathered here to discuss a very important piece of information,” Remedia took a deep breath. “Balzam Magnos, the third Overlord, has been dead for weeks.”

The entire council erupted into gasps of disbelief, except for Simon and the royal couple itself. “Balzam Magnos, dead?” “Impossible!” “If this is true, this is an opportunity we cannot let pass…”

“Pardon me, Your Majesty, but how can you be truly certain?” one of the ministers asked. “If it is a mere rumor…”

“This information was confirmed by White Unicorn representatives and Prince Simon himself,” Remedia said. “Shadowguard agents informed me that Endymion has secretly begun hunting for the new Overlord.”

“My father was slain in his bedroom with a concubine,” Simon added. He didn’t see any reason to lie on that front, knowing that Illusea had already shared the information with various nations’ leadership. “The killer remains unknown.”

“Could it be Prince Louis?” one of the ministers correctly guessed, his tone growing fearful. “If that maniac inherits the Crimson Throne and Prince Verdis remains engaged to Princess Norbelle, then–”

“But if Empress Euphemia were to ascend as Overlord, then Cocagne’s future would be secure,” another countered. 

“It cannot be either of them,” Filip said sharply, “Or else the Class would have passed on to them.”

“The Overlord Class wasn’t inherited by any of the Magnos, and instead went to a scalefolk warlord called Vouivre operating in Telluria claiming descent from Gargauth himself,” Remedia said. “However, we have received word from Illusea that this may be false information, as this warlord is not covered by Anathemic Secrecy… in which case, the Fourth Overlord remains unaccounted for.”

Simon scowled. Of course the first thing the Oracle would do when Patriate Malphas reported Balzam’s murder was to check on the new Overlord named in the will. It would only take one advanced divination session at the target to unravel the deception. 

Naming the heir as Laurent Linconnu rather than a single person might prove more beneficial than expected, since it would force the Oracle to waste days or weeks researching every single person with that name.

“I have gathered you all here today so we can discuss our next move as a nation,” Remedia explained. “As our biggest neighbor, Endymion’s internal policies will directly affect Cocagne. There is a strong possibility that its War and Church Parties will come to blows in the near future, at which point we will need to pick a side.”

“Prince Louis made no secret of his intentions to conquer Cocagne before we brokered Prince Verdis’ marriage,” a member of the Magisterium said. “The army is loyal to him, and his supporters hold Magvolia… we could offer him the Princess Satine as a peace offering…”

“But the Phoenix picked Princess Norbelle as its summoner,” a senator replied. “Surely this is a sign we should align with the Church Party.” 

“My suggestion is to remain neutral,” Filip argued. “We should delay or cancel Verdis’ betrothal to Norbelle, then let the imperial parties tear each other apart. Why should Cocagne bleed for those who would conquer or assimilate us?”

“But what if Euphemia wins?” another minister argued. “She will not forgive the insult easily.”

Simon watched debates unfold, with the room appearing neatly divided between Militarists and Autonomists… though the latter seemed more numerous. He knew from experience they would have their way and convince the Queen should he not intervene, but he had wondered if his actions had changed things...

Remedia, who had been listening to her ministers’ arguments, turned to him. “What would you say, Prince Simon? Do you have any suggestion to offer us?”

Simon gathered his breath as many eyes turned his way, with one of the ministers immediately questioning the gesture, “You would trust his advice on the matter, Your Majesty?”

“The light megalith trusted him enough to empower him with prayer spells,” Remedia replied with a faint smile, deflecting her responsibility to the divine. “He was honest with me when I questioned him about his father, which will likely cause him trouble at home. I believe his insight may prove decisive.”

“He may try to give us faulty advice,” Filip countered. 

“We will verify whatever information he provides,” Remedia replied, “And I trust us to be wise enough to see through any lie.”

Simon gathered his breath. The moment he had prepared for had come. 

Patriate Malphas and his daughter had already been captured, with forces in place to capture his sisters too; however, Simon had delayed the rest of the operation against Magvolia’s loyalist faction precisely so he could hedge his bets today.

Simon considered his options. With Louis chasing Vouivre in Telluria and thus being unavailable to lead a bombing campaign in Magvolia, he had a unique opportunity to ensure the Church Party successfully stormed the region and prevented all the war crimes that would usually follow. They could storm the Crestone production facility and destroy the airship fleet too, which would cripple Louis’ ability to project force outside of key areas. This might end the civil war in months, or at least minimize the damage, and indebt Cocagne to him. He could become the advisor and prophet who ensured the Queendom’s continued prosperity. 

The only thing that gave Simon pause was the risk of endangering Lauriane, but he had had an idea to ensure her survival and already taken measures on that front with Norbelle prior to the meeting. 

“There will be a civil war in Endymion for certain, one that will only end when either Louis or Euphemia slays the other, or should the new Overlord take the throne,” Simon said. “If your goal is to secure Cocagne’s frontier and ensure the conflict does not reach your borders… then I would ally with Euphemia. She favors diplomacy over conquest, and Louis will never stop at the empire’s current borders.”

“But Louis’ supporters control most of Magvolia next door,” a Magisterium member pointed out. “We will be exposing ourselves to retaliation.”

“The people of Magvolia have no love for the War Party and will rebel if given the chance, especially if you broker an alliance with royalists still loyal to Princess Satine Renais,” Simon pointed out. This ought to please the Militarists. “However, if you want to secure your borders… then you must do two other things.”

Remedia raised an eyebrow. “What would you suggest?”

“Since this will involve revealing state secrets, I will require certain…” Simon crossed his arms, “Concessions from your lot before I tell you anything.”

“Ah, of course.” One of the ministers in Filip’s corner scoffed in disdain. “You want a bribe.”

“He is already risking much by attending this gathering,” a senator replied. “What’s your price, Prince Simon?”

Ironically enough, his demands for a bribe seemed to ease the assembly’s skepticism. It was easier to believe a traitor would sell out his country for tangible gain rather than fight for a cause greater than himself. 

“My first request is that you ensure the safety of Princess Lauriane Magnos, my half-sister,” Simon said. “I do not want her dead or harmed.”

“Princess Lauriane serves the War Party,” Remedia noted.

Filip squinted with skepticism. “Why would you care so much for an enemy’s safety?”

“Because she alone was kind to me,” Simon replied bluntly. “Even though her loyalty to Louis is misplaced, I owe her a life debt and will repay it. I hence ask that you take her alive and treat her well if she ever comes to blows with Cocagne, or at least give her a diplomatic way out should she surrender.”

“Ensuring her safety is one thing,” Remedia said sharply. “Letting her walk away with the Alchemist Noble Crestone will be another.” 

“That does not concern me,” Simon replied. Well, he would rather keep the Alchemist Crestone for himself, but he knew Cocagne’s leadership would never let him approach it anyway and his Lauriane’s wellbeing came first. “I will pick my sister’s safety over any rock.”

He detected a very slight hint of awe and appreciation in the queen’s gaze after his answer, and even the likes of Filip appeared grudgingly impressed with his rather selfless demand. 

That goodwill quickly ran out when Simon named the other half of his price. “My other request concerns Duchess Justine Eligos. She will likely soon come to you, asking for political asylum, and you will give it to her. You will assist her in her endeavors and confirm her as Duchess of the Eligos territories, even once Magvolia is retaken.”

Filip glared at him with pure scorn. “You want us to shelter your mistress, Prince Simon?”

“A fair price to pay for peace and victory, you would agree,” Simon replied calmly, not denying the ‘mistress’ part. He had the sneaking suspicion he would receive fewer questions this way. 

Remedia herself looked rather displeased with the request for some reason, but she was pragmatic enough to go along with it. “Those are fair conditions,” she said, floating runes swirling around her hand. “Everyone in agreement, raise your hand.”

There was little to no opposition. Even Filip reluctantly raised his hand, because those conditions were relatively easy to fulfill and he was wise enough to go along with the flow. Runes flared above each councilor, Simon included, which he sensed as confirmation they had agreed to a magical contract of some kind.  

“We are now bound by a Geass spell to fulfill our bargain under the threat of harm,” Remedia informed Simon. “What are these two conditions we must fulfill to preserve in Cocagne, in your opinion?”

Let's see if this plan works. “First, you must take the Goetia Research Facility from my sister, or else the War Party will eventually win the battle of attrition thanks to being able to produce a constant flow of Vassal Classes,” he explained, “I suggest allying with Magvolian royalists if you want the siege to succeed. I’m sure Euphemia and the Church Party will recognize Satine’s claim to the throne or grant the region autonomy if it helps take out Louis in the long run.”

“We could have figured that out ourselves,” Filip replied icily.

“The other thing you must do,” Simon said, hiding his smile, “Is to take out the War Party’s secret airship fleet in Magvolia before it becomes operational.”

Now that took everyone by storm, Remedia first and foremost. “A secret airship fleet?” she asked.

“My late father originally planned for me to obtain the Oracle Noble Class to complete House Magnos’ collection of them,” Simon lied, knowing this both sounded plausible and unverifiable. “My sister Lauriane informed me that he had a plan to bomb Illusea with airships in a surprise attack. Those currently sit unused in a secret base in Magvolia, under Louis’ control.”

“How many airships are we talking about?” a minister asked. 

“At least thirty,” Simon replied, to the shock of his audience. 

“Thirty?!” a senator choked. “That would be enough to overwhelm Cocagne and wipe it off the map!”

“Do you have any proof of this wild claim?” Filip asked with skepticism.

“I can tell you the base’s location,” Simon replied calmly. “Simply send a spy to confirm it or scry it.”

Remedia scowled, put on her Mage outfit, and then materialized a crystal ball. “Tell me where the base is, Prince Simon.”

Simon proceeded to give the information, with Remedia casting divination spells far beyond anything Cassandra could use. Her crystal ball showed highly detailed images of the Magvolian coast… only to suddenly drown in darkness. 

“What do you see?” Filip asked warily. 

“Nothing,” Remedia replied. “The area is protected by anti-divination wards strong enough to repel my spells. That already is highly suspicious in itself.”

“I will send agents to confirm Prince Simon’s words,” a Shadowguard agent said. “If this fleet does exist, then we should destroy it at the earliest opportunity.”

“Agreed,” another minister added. “Allying with the War Party would be a mistake, since they would retain the air power to threaten us with in the future.”

Remedia nodded and folded her hands. “Should this information be confirmed, I believe Prince Simon’s strategy would be the most sound. My son’s marriage to Princess Norbelle would let us secure an alliance and concessions from the Church Party, and Filip has already established contact with the White Unicorn. We could assemble a grand coalition against Prince Louis, and restore Magvolia as an allied buffer state.” 

A good hour of debate followed, with Simon occasionally answering questions or offering his input on how to besiege the Goetia Research Facility. It became very clear to him that Cocagne would align with his strategy the moment they confirmed the airship base’s existence, since it would satisfy both the Militarists and Autonomists. He had the suspicion he would be named an official advisor to the queen herself, to Filip’s dismay. Simon would then approach Norbelle and Euphemia with an offer: he would use his position to secure Cocagne’s support for the Church Party in return for safety guarantees for Lauriane and Justine. 

There was no better feeling than getting paid for something he would have done for free. 

“This meeting is adjourned for now,” Remedia concluded once they reached the session’s end. “Prince Simon, please stay a bit longer.”

The fact that she did not extend that invitation to the King-Consort wasn’t lost on anyone present. Filip scowled and reluctantly left, his jaw clenching so hard Simon could hear his teeth grinding from across the room. A certainty settled in Simon’s mind when he watched the Ranger leave the room with his supporters.

Filip would soon try to kill him again, probably personally.

He was being steadily sidelined by a Magnos of all people, who had the ear of his wife. His strategy had been denied, and he had accumulated embarrassment after embarrassment. He had to strike and get Simon out of the picture to avoid challenges to his position. 

It was just a question of when and where. 

Remedia sensed it as well. “I will send him away to Valne to arrange our alliance with the White Unicorn and the Magvolians exiled there,” she reassured Simon once they were alone. “I will not allow another fight between you.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I fear you are only delaying the inevitable.” Simon turned to the Lion effigy behind her throne. “Is it there?”

Remedia nodded sharply. “Did you sense anything?”

“No,” Simon conceded. The miasma crystal had to be sealed in a chamber behind it, right in the castle’s heart. “Your wards still hold strong. I cannot hear its voice.”

“You find me pleased then.” Remedia clasped her hands. “There is another matter that has reached my ears, and which I believe you should be informed of.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Which one?”

“There was a robbery at the grand library last night,” Remedia replied. “Books on seals, archfiends, and the Kish Empire were stolen. This matter would be usually beneath my notice, but the thieves managed to break rather potent spells to obtain those seemingly mundane grimoires. I wondered if you knew anything about it.” 

Simon blinked in surprise. No, he didn’t know anything about it… but his heart sank when he realized only two parties had a strong interest in investigating both the Zodiac Fiends and the kish: the Cobweb, and Vouivre.

It had to be one of them, or the former acting on the latter’s behalf. Eole’s disappearance meant the dragon warlord had no kish to help her break the Two-Tailed Fish’s seal while Louis kept pressuring her. She probably hoped to find an alternative way to obtain her doomsday weapon. 

Would she succeed? She hadn’t in previous reigns, but it was the first reign where Vouivre was Louis’ direct target rather than a secondary one he followed up on after Casval was dealt with, and the Oracle learning about her not being the Overlord could have caused a ripple effect. 

It was too soon to tell, but Simon should monitor the situation closely. 

“I have my suspicions, but nothing concrete,” Simon said. “Does the name ‘Cobweb’ mean anything to you?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Remedia conceded. “They are an underground criminal syndicate at the center of Cocagne’s drug trade and slave trafficking. They enjoy the secret patronage of a handful of noble houses, so I had to tread carefully with them.”

Of course the spider’s reach would extend to Cocagne. Was there any place on this planet they didn’t have a branch in? 

“You shouldn’t,” Simon warned her. “They are extremely dangerous and hunting for Zodiac Fiend crystals. I’ve heard from a trustworthy source that they have at least secured the Crab.”

Remedia pondered his words a moment before answering. “Have you ever visited Lafontaine?”

“Cocagne’s main port?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “No, I haven’t. Why?”

“It is a beautiful city that happens to be the unfortunate center of the Cobweb’s activities. I would be delighted to be your guide… under a disguise, of course.” 

“I would be interested,” Simon confirmed. He wouldn’t throw away any chance to screw with the Prince of Spiders’ activities. “We might find the lost books there.”

“Good.” Remedia’s expression harshened slightly. “This Duchess Eligos… it is not mere lust that motivates you to protect her, is it?”

Was that reproach Simon sensed in her voice? Either way he didn’t see any reason to lie. “Do you know why Norbelle was born with a third eye in spite of her father being the Overlord?”

Now Remedia looked curious. “Please, do tell.”

“My father had our physician cast spells on her while she was in the womb to ensure she received powers from both sides of the family.” Simon sat on the table’s edge. “I happen to know of those spells, and Justine is a foremost expert on the matter. I suspect she can help me unlock my own latent potential if we pool our knowledge.”

“Fascinating…” Remedia stroked her chin, her eyes alight with the Mage’s native curiosity. “Could you teach me those spells, perchance? If we could ensure the birth of a Visionary capable of binding the Phoenix…”

“It wouldn’t do much for you,” Simon pointed out. “Any target would need to be of Darkblood and Visionary descent, which only covers House Magnos as far as I know.”

“Yes, I see the issue…” Remedia stared at Simon for a second, and covered her mouth as she suppressed a chuckle. 

“Your Majesty?” Simon inquired.

“Nothing,” she replied while struggling to contain her laughter. “A stupid idea just crossed my mind.”
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  A week passed after the council meeting, with Remedia delaying their trip to Lafontaine until she could deal with some urgent matters. Everything was more or less going as Simon expected it to. 

Remedia’s Shadowguard agents confirmed the existence of the hidden airship base, with a little secret help from Shabram, and she swiftly named Simon a special tactical advisor invited to sit on the council. He immediately exploited the situation by offering Norbelle both information on Cocagne’s internal decisions and to lobby the queendom to support Euphemia in return for concessions on Lauriane and Justine. Simon didn’t trust his half-sister in the slightest, but he knew Euphemia would be pragmatic enough to hold her leash. 

His plan for the Elf Conspiracy unfolded, with Patriate Malphas and his daughter being captured and Shabram revealing to the various parties their nature as elven infiltrators. Anselma Flauros was arrested alongside her son and husband, while Justine Eligos ‘miraculously’ avoided the same fate. 

Simon had no idea how long the reveal of elven infiltrators in Endymion’s power structure would delay the civil war, if at all. Lauriane thought it would unite his family against the threat of Illusea, but he didn’t share her optimistic vision of their family’s dynamics. Louis, in particular, struck him as having already made up his mind about wiping out all his rivals. 

Simon thus ensured Satine’s White Unicorn supporters in Magvolia were spared from the purge in preparation for the conflict he feared was inevitable without an Overlord to rein in the various factions. This should give the Church Party and Cocagne the edge. 

Otherwise, Simon spent his mornings trading spells and rituals with Remedia, who taught him four new Tier V tricks for his arsenal: Petrify, the very same curse Balzam so loved to use to turn his foes into statue trophies; Nightveil, to obscure his features behind a veil of miasma; Impwall, a diabolism spell that summoned a small wall of imps to intercept an attack; and Ectoplasmer, a Psychism miasma spell that allowed the user to literally hurl a piece of their own soul at targets in the form of a malevolent dark spirit. 

“Isn’t it dangerous for the user to mutilate their own soul?” Simon asked Remedia during their latest practice session. 

“What we consider the soul is no more than the core of our mana system,” Remedia replied. “A spellcaster technically spends soul energy every time they cast a spell, because they spend willpower to shape it into tangible matter. Ectoplasmer simply weaponizes the processes by directly firing raw malice at the target to inflict Soul damage.”

“I see…” Simon stroked his chin as he considered the spell’s underlying mechanics. “A normal person transforms their mana into miasma by focusing on negative thoughts, and then they fire it in the form of a corrupted proto-spirit… but since I am naturally producing miasma, I can skip the first part entirely.”

“You catch on quickly, Simon.” Simon had noticed Remedia was calling him by his name rather than his title more often than not nowadays. “We usually call miasma-corrupted soul energy ‘ectoplasm,’ and many intangible undead use it to interact with physical objects. Ectoplasmer was originally created by a past Necromancer to mimic these properties.”

“Would that explain why undead often rise in miasma-tainted areas?” Simon inquired. “Souls whose bodies perish in a dungeon are corrupted into ectoplasm?”

Remedia nodded slowly, a smile stretching on her lips. “You would make a fantastic Mage, Simon.”

Was there any greater compliment coming from a sorceress-queen of her caliber? “You flatter me, Your Majesty.”

“I am simply stating facts. You could easily marry your way into diabolism or necromancy-focused noble houses.” Remedia hesitated a moment before adding, “I could arrange a betrothal.”

She wants to keep me in Cocagne and tie me to her nation, Simon figured. He guessed he should have expected as much. He had already received quite a lot of dinner proposals from senators and noble houses in the past week, especially now that the favor the queen showed him had become plain for all to see. 

“I appreciate the offer, Your Majesty, but I was sent here to assist my sister,” he replied politely. “I am likely to leave Cocagne and return to Endymion once I have fulfilled my duty.”

His answer displeased the queen. “I thought receiving my apprenticeship would make you reconsider.”

“It did, to a point.” Simon doubted he would ever find a better magic mentor than Remedia. “However, the Zodiac Fiends’ crystals are spread across the world and time passes far too quickly. I will need to pursue my investigation of them eventually.”

“You would have an easier time tracking them down with my nation’s resources at your disposal.”

Simon chuckled. What an interesting proposition. “Would you give them to me?”

“If you ask,” she replied, returning his smile. “Your advice has been extremely helpful so far, and you have been a good influence on Verdis. I will do what it takes to keep you around.”

Well, well, she has come to trust me a great deal over the past few weeks… Simon was rather flattered. 

“We can discuss this more during lunch in Lafontaine, since it is almost time,” Remedia decided. “Have you made the necessary arrangements?”

“Yes, I have informed my sister and retainers that I will be gone for the day.” The latter had protested, and the former simply mischievously smiled at him. What was she imagining?

“Excellent.” Remedia took his arm into her own. “Teleport.” 

Reality shifted around them, with the arcane laboratory turning into a nondescript, small apartment with closed windows. Simon assumed it had to be a Shadowguard safehouse the queen could use to enter Lafontaine undetected. 

“May I ask which Tier a Teleport spell is?” Simon inquired as he put on a Fiendmask to change his appearance. 

“Tier VIII,” Remedia replied, the queen following his example and using her magic to transform into a common, if elegant, woman. “It is a more advanced version of the lower-Tier Recall spell used to create the misnamed teleportation gems. Whereas Recall sends the user to a premarked location, Teleport lets the caster appear at any place they have already visited.”

Tier VIII… What a frightful number. That meant it would take Simon at least thirty levels before he could even try to master that spell, which might take dozens of reigns. That also meant Remedia was likely around level 70 or above, which would put her in the same league as the likes of Dassein or Lauriane. 

“Isn’t it counterproductive to keep all those Vassal Crestones on yourself as well?” Simon asked when they left the safehouse. “Isn’t your experience split between all of them when you cast a spell?”

Remedia smiled ear to ear. “Shall I explain it to you over lunch?” she asked teasingly. “The secret to leveling up a Noble Class?”

Lafontaine turned out to be worthy of its reputation as a pleasant and vivacious center of commerce. As vast as any Endymian port, it boasted full piers of ships from Uyo, Fablan, and Scaland on their way to the western continent and back, an enormous market where Cocagne’s magical wonders were sold to worldwide trading groups and adventurous merchants, and an enormous colosseum. Remedia invited him to a beachside restaurant with a direct view of the latter, near a small chapel.

“The more one levels up in a Class, the less experience they receive from mundane tasks,” Remedia said while Simon checked the restaurant's rather expensive menu. “When I first received the Mage Crestone, learning a Tier I spell was enough to earn me a level. Now the penalty is so great it has become a waste of time.”

“Then why split that precious experience seventeen ways?”

“Because the lower-leveled Vassal Classes do receive experience from mundane spellcasting,” Remedia replied upon ordering a local alcoholic beverage called champagne. “They grow in power each time I cast a low-Tier spell my Mage Class no longer benefits from.”

Simon immediately caught on to the trick. “And since one can transfer related Vassal Class experience to the Noble one, you can let the former store up experience from those activities and then give it directly to your Mage Class…”

“Now you see the exploit. This still lets me receive experience from mundane tasks I would have done anyway.” She smiled at him. “Of course, there are limits to this technique. First of all, experience is not levels, so sacrificing a level 40 Diabolist Vassal Class may only earn me a fourth of a Mage level’s worth of experience nowadays; and second, I would obviously earn more experience if I practiced high-tier spells or raised castles into the sky.”

“But this lets you rule without sacrificing your level progression,” Simon replied. How annoying that the Overlord had no Vassal Class of its own, or he could have greatly accelerated his level progression with this trick. “This must consume an ostentatious amount of Crestones in the process.”

“The perks of royalty,” Remedia quipped back. “I recommend the bouillabaisse, if you wish to try a local dish.”

“I will trust you on that.” Simon set the menu aside. “Why pick this place? Is it a Cobweb front?”

“No… but the arena is.” Remedia frowned, her gaze turning to the colosseum. “Do you know the status of slavery in Cocagne?”

“I know it is legal, but tightly regulated,” Simon replied, quickly guessing where this was going. “That it’s mostly constrained to slave gladiators.”

“Yes. Gladiatorial combat is an old and honored tradition in Cocagne since nobles started using them to settle disputes as an alternative to spellcasting duels.” Remedia let out a heavy sigh. “The Tellurian slave trade of beastmen was always strong, but it exploded after Endymion began to push north. Slaver ships make a stop in Lafontaine to introduce the men as gladiators, then move west to sell off the women and children as prostitutes.” 

Simon scowled in disgust. “And nobody tries to stop this?”

“My husband fought hard to curtail the slave trade.” Remedia smiled at Simon’s slight surprise. “That astonishes you? Filip is the Ranger. He is more sensitive to the plight of beastmen—or shifters, as he calls them—than anyone else in Cocagne.”

“That’s good.” The man had slightly risen in Simon’s esteem. He wondered if he should introduce him to Eole in a reign where they weren’t at each other’s throats… “Why did he fail?”

“Because I shackled him.” The food finally arrived, being made of a mix of seafood, vegetables, and soup. “When I took Cocagne’s throne, our peasants, our serfs, were slaves in all but name. They were bound to their land, denied pay and any higher education, and left at their lords’ mercy. Not being an absolute monarch, I had to make…” The queen cleared her throat. “Concessions to improve their living situation.”

Simon scowled upon putting two and two together. “You traded the slavery of foreign shifters for your citizens’ freedom and happiness.”

“Yes, I did. This is something Filip never quite forgave me for.” Remedia met his gaze. “Am I a bad person for choosing this way?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Because I believe someone in your unique position understands better than most.”

Simon froze in his seat and studied the queen for a very, very long time. She faced him without a word, her face blank, her hand holding her champagne with a slight undercurrent of tension. His gut told him she was ready to teleport away in a pinch, depending on his reaction.

She knew. Somehow, she knew. He must have given himself away somehow, or she pieced it together from other hints. Watching him cast spells could have been enough to guess the truth for someone as experienced as the Mage.

Yet Remedia hadn’t struck him down or slain him where he stood, and instead invited him to a restaurant in the open to make him feel safe. Simon took that as a sign of trust, or at least a show that she wanted an amicable discussion rather than a fight. 

“I cannot say,” Simon admitted. “I am in no position to judge you… though I would tell you not to give up and stop halfway through your reforms once you have the power to act.”

“I will not.” Remedia hesitated a moment before addressing the leviathan in the room. “Did you kill your father to avenge your mother?”

She wasn’t mincing words. “No,” Simon replied warily, “Though I wish I had.”

Remedia squinted at him over her champagne. “Why do you have the Overlord Class then?”

“Because everyone is wrong about how the Overlord Class is passed on,” Simon replied. “It was my brother Louis who killed our father, but it is I who inherited the Class anyway. The Crimson Throne does as it wishes.”

“And the light megalith answers your prayers still, in spite of everything.” She glanced at her reflection in her drink. “I think I see how it is. You weren’t picked because you were the most malevolent candidate available, but to deny the Light a powerful champion.”

Simon scoffed. It was a good guess, and while he thought it was more likely that the Class went to whoever killed the Overlord the most across their predecessor’s reigns, she might even be right in a way. It seemed cruelly ironic for Abraxas to corrupt and torment a man once destined to become the Paladin. 

“What gave me away?” he asked.

“A few things. My inability to see your real Class, your otherworldly talent, your affinity for miasma… the truth wasn’t hard to glimpse when I learned of your father’s death.” She finished her glass. “Did you come to Cocagne for the Zodiac Fiend, or for my Crestone?”

I came for Norbelle. “A bit of both,” Simon admitted. “I haven’t lied about the comet and the threat the Zodiac Fiends represent, but I had hoped to find a solution to my Class’ restriction to miasma spells.”

“How so?” Remedia looked deeply curious. “By awakening your latent Visionary and Darkblood potential?”

“Maybe.” Simon had no idea if that would help him on that front. “The Overlord is capable of consuming Crestones to steal one of their Perks.”

Remedia blinked in surprise. “Truly?”

“Yes.” Simon guessed that wasn’t common knowledge, even among scholars. “I had hoped to find a Perk worth consuming in Cocagne.”

“That is a frightful ability…” Remedia looked wistfully at the ocean, and then burst out in laughter all of a sudden.

“What’s so funny?” Simon asked, taken aback. He had the feeling that he had become the butt of an inside joke he didn’t quite get. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry… just a moment…” Remedia took a few deep breaths to calm herself down, though her smile didn’t fade away in the slightest. “Alright.”

“Alright, what?”

“Alright,” she said with a mysterious grin. “I will let you consume the Mage Crestone, Prince Simon.”

Simon blinked in disbelief. “Is that a joke?”

“No, not at all. It won’t be as much of a sacrifice for me as you think.” Remedia played with her glass. “As the Mage, I know how to reconstitute my Crestone should it be destroyed… or summon it back to me should you try to steal it instead.”

What the… That would have been an unbelievable claim coming from anyone except the Mage, but elven spellcasters created the original Classes in the first place. Remedia could have memorized the blueprints, found a way to recreate the Noble Crestone, or learned whatever ritual Illusea once used to bind the Classes in the first place. 

“What’s the catch?” Simon asked with suspicion. This was too good to be true. “You won’t give it away for free, will you?”

“Of course not. You will have to fulfill two…” Remedia stroked her chin and increased her price. “Let’s make that three wishes. Fulfill three of my wishes, like the genies of legends, and I will let you consume any Perk from the Mage Crestone. We can form a magical contract to ensure we both fulfill our end of the bargain.”

Simon grit his teeth and considered the proposal. Having the Mage willingly give away her Crestone saved him the trouble of stealing it or waiting for an opportunity that might never come, and Remedia didn’t strike him as the dishonorable type. She would only need to inform Euphemia or Endymion if she truly wanted to ruin him. He had to assume her proposal was genuine, though he had the intuition the toll would be steep.

“What wishes?” Simon asked warily.

Remedia clasped her hands. “First of all, I want you to ensure Cocagne will be on the winning side of the Endymian civil war.”

“There will be a civil war?” Simon teased her, the queen returning his grin. They both knew it was inevitable. “I was already working towards that end, Your Majesty.”

“But now you have a contractual obligation.” Remedia pointed at the colosseum with her chin. “For my second wish, I want you to crush the Cobweb slave and drug rings operating in that arena. Wipe them out in such a brutal way that it will cripple their operation for years.”

“Can’t you send Filip or the Shadowguard to do the deed?” Simon asked, before he quickly caught on. “You fear the attack will be traced back to you.”

“I do not fear, I know,” Remedia replied sternly. “Cocagne is a nation of spellcasters, and true immunity to divination is unique to the Overlord alone. Moreover, the arena belongs to a powerful noble family. Taking them on directly would be… risky.”

“But an outside assassin with false, unverifiable stats will leave your hands clean.” Truth be told, Simon relished the opportunity to harm the Cobweb so much that he might have gone through with the task for free. He might even receive a level out of it. “You want something subtle?”

Much to his surprise, Remedia shook her head. “I want a loud and visible massacre. A public incident will create outrage I can exploit to push for legislation in the senate. Make it look like a revenge killing or a gang hit.”

“That way, you can call for restrictions on the slave trade for peace and security.” Simon chuckled. “You are more ruthless than you let on, Your Majesty.”

“I am only as ruthless as I need to be,” she replied. “Kindness is a rare and valuable luxury in this world.”

She was more right than she knew. Simon had learned that lesson multiple times across the reigns, to his sorrow. “And what is your third wish?”

“That one will wait until you have fulfilled the first two,” Remedia admitted. “So? Do we have a deal?”

Simon nodded sharply. “Can you provide me with information on what I can expect to find in that arena?”

“My Shadowguard can provide you with a layout of the place and an evacuation route.” Remedia tasted her bouillabaisse with a happy expression. “Can I trust you to take care of this matter today then?”

Simon laughed in anticipation. “There’s no time like the present.”

After so many betrayals, he would finally take the fight to the Cobweb personally.
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  Infiltrating the colosseum proved as simple as walking through the front door. 

The arena was a public building, after all, so he entered the reception hall alongside the crowd climbing up the stairs on their way to the stands. Today’s fight would involve a wolf shifter gladiator fighting a troll to the death, a bloody spectacle that would delight the rich and the masses alike. Merchants and nobles with purses full of coins bet with bookies on who would win, who would die quickly or slowly, and who would live…

It was difficult for Simon to contain his disgust. Spending time around Eole—and watching her being beaten and sold at an auction like a piece of meat—had already soured him on the institution of slavery, but watching people bet coins on the lives of others only furthered his scorn. This place inspired people to revel in their baser nature. 

I will show them blood, Simon told himself as he took a corner far away from the main hall. The Shadowguard’s intel on the arena’s layout was so far correct, and eventually led him into a small archway leading to a set of stairs leading down rather than up. Two guards stood watch there, far away from the main hall’s activity. Simon quickly checked that there was no other witness.  

“Halt,” one of the guards said, his spear raised at Simon. “Spectators aren’t allowed past this–”

“Petrify,” Simon cast with a wave of his hand. 

The two men’s flesh turned to stone in an instant, their faces frozen in expressions of fear and surprise. Simon walked down the stairs without a sound, put on his Overlord Class outfit, then cast a Fiendmask to hide behind his Belias demon disguise and followed that up with his new Nightveil spell. The latter’s effect cloaked him in a shadowy shroud of miasma that obscured his features and had the benefit of not being dispelled when taking damage like what happened with Fiendmask. The two spells combined turned him into a dreadful, otherworldly figure straight out of the Abyss. 

According to Remedia’s information, everyone in the arena’s lower levels was either a slave or a slaver. The first group he would liberate, to ensure they shared the tale of the massacre, and the latter he would slay. A simple enough task on paper.

He saw light at the bottom of the stairs to find another set of guards below with torches and playing cards. “Who goes there?” One asked upon hearing Simon’s footsteps, his hand reaching for his sword before freezing upon seeing his baleful visage. “What is that thi–”

Simon immediately activated his Dreadful Aura, his malice and ferocity hitting the four of them like a tidal wave. Their faces twisted in terror for the second right before his magic snuffed the life out of them. Their corpses fell upon the ground, their souls trapped in black gems. 

Was this how it felt to be Elios Magnos? To end another mortal being’s existence with a mere footstep? It was both a terrible and intoxicating feeling, to hold so much power over life and death.

Simon touched these fresh corpses and quickly animated them as zombies with Deathmastery.

“Stand guard and kill anyone trying to climb down these stairs,” Simon ordered his undead thralls under the light of torches. “Bring me back their corpses.”

And thus death began to stalk these cursed halls.

There were two pathways ahead of him—one of which should lead to a smuggler’s cove he would use to make his escape later—so Simon sent half his undead to secure his exit as he walked down the other tunnel, guided by distant noise. He swiftly arrived in what appeared to be an underground arena far less classy than the one above. Dozens of patrons shouted at two beasts kept trapped in a pit: a wing-clipped wyvern and griffin ferociously clawing at each other. He could smell their blood and feces from here. 

Screams welcomed Simon’s appearance, and he answered them with Hellthunder. His lightning coursed through the air, throwing spectators into the pit so they could participate in the gruesome spectacle they so relished. Most simply perished from fright due to Dreadful Aura’s effect, dropping miasma gems like flies… with one exception.

Simon spotted a guard unlike the others near a set of closed doors, or rather, he recognized him. That stranger was the spitting image of the smiling butcher that guarded the Cobweb’s hideout in Rosanne, a perfectly bland and nondescript figure with lips stretched unnaturally wide. He didn’t blink at the massacre nor recoil in fear of Simon’s Dreadful Aura. 

Was he that Valnean butcher’s twin? Or did the Prince of Spiders change the faces of all his operatives so they all looked the same? 

“You shouldn’t be here, sir,” he said, his ghastly grin unwavering. “I must kindly ask you to leave.”

Simon pointed his finger at the stranger. “Ectoplasmer.”

A monstrous, howling purple spirit of pure miasma erupted from his finger and struck the smiler in the chest, snuffing his life out in an instant. His corpse fell to the ground without a word, his face forever frozen in a ghastly grin…

For about a second before it crumbled away. 

Simon immediately noticed something was wrong with this man from the lack of soul gem created by Deathmastery, but what happened to the corpse only confirmed this intuition: the figure’s flesh and bones decomposed in seconds into dust and snow that swiftly melted away into nothingness. No traces that the stranger had ever existed remained. 

What was that… that thing? He recalled that Eole could tell the Valnean butcher wasn’t human, but Simon didn’t know of any living creature that crumbled to dust and snow upon death. The absence of a soul or miasma leaving the body only added to the mystery. 

Either way, Simon quickly collected all soul gems in the area in case he could extract something from them, left the wyvern and griffin to eat their new meals for now, raised most of the corpses as undead to raise further chaos, and then observed the door the stranger was guarding. He knew the other passages led to cells holding slaves, but this one hid an area that Remedia’s Shadowguard infiltrators had been unable to explore. Only Cobweb members were allowed in.

I should ensure none of the ruffians escape or destroy evidence of their criminal activities, Simon thought. I will free the slaves afterwards.

The door was locked, but Simon’s enhanced strength let him simply punch it off its hinges. A horrible stench assaulted his nostrils the moment he crossed the threshold: a nauseating blend of rot and feces. It reminded him of Duchar’s laboratory, except the necromancer usually at least managed to cover those smells up with alchemical concoctions. 

The next room opened into a chamber whose ceiling reached nearly fifteen feet tall, with walls of dressed stone and torches lighting it dimly. Simon identified the source of the smell as a pit in the center, and he only had to take a look at the swarm of flies hovering above it to understand what it contained. 

These barbarians didn’t bury the dead.

Duchar would call this wasteful, Simon thought as he checked the pit. A year spent hanging out with demons and necromancers had numbed him to such horrors, but the state of the bodies disgusted him still. They had been hacked to pieces to make it easier to pile them up. 

It wasn’t just beastmen in the pit either. Human bodies had been thrown inside, too. 

Simon heard noise coming from the next room over, alongside the sound of a door locking. He simply punched it open and stepped into the most bizarre room yet. 

It looked like some kind of laboratory at first view, smelling of wax, blood, and chemicals. A sturdy series of catwalks stretched around a set of four cylindrical vats filled with blood, within which floated what appeared to be dead, malformed shifters and scalefolk. One was akin to a ram-like satyr; the second a fish-tailed mermaid with grafted goat horns; the third had a scorpion tail; and the fourth would have resembled a kish woman if the wings didn’t look sewn onto her back. Shelves holding entire lineups of bloody bottles were marked with familiar symbols.

Zodiac signs.

Simon was so disturbed by the implications that he nearly missed the thumping sound of corpses hitting the floor. He looked up at the catwalk where half a dozen people—likely Cobweb agents or bandits—had fallen dead at the very sight of him… with a single exception. 

“You shouldn’t be here, sir,” a perfect copy of the smiling butcher from earlier said from atop a platform up on the catwalk, standing next to a familiar, yellow-painted door with a black handle and an eye symbol carved on the wood. “You should leave before our security team escorts you off the premises.”

Simon answered the not-so-veiled threat by casting Devil’s Arm, extending his hand towards the catwalk and grabbing the stranger by the throat. He didn’t resist, even as he was lifted above ground with inhuman strength. 

“What is going on here? Who are you?” Simon quickly realized he was asking the wrong question. “What are you?”

“I am not at liberty to give you that information,” the smiling… thing replied politely. 

“You will die if you don’t.”

“Oh, that will not be a problem,” the creature replied, his grin widening. “I was never alive in the first place.”

Simon scowled and resorted to using the password he used in Valne. “I am Wolf Cellar, looking for red widow meat,” he said, “The emperor over the sea told me that the blue widow spun a pretty web of pain.”

“I am sorry, I am not familiar with this procedure. Have you tried another shop?”

Simon grunted in annoyance and answered with a Mindflayer spell, blasting the stranger’s head with dark thoughts that would stun and horrify any normal person… yet his psychic energies flew straight past that creature as if it wasn’t even there. 

This thing registered as akin to a piece of furniture to his senses. Shocking him with Hellthunder didn’t cause any reaction either. He either didn’t feel pain or didn’t care.

“Petrify.” Simon turned the smiling thing to stone for later, in case Remedia could extract something from it. He tried to store it in his Inventory in case statues counted as objects, but was swiftly disappointed. “Let’s check that door.”

He grabbed the handle and turned it… only to find himself staring at a wall behind the threshold. He closed and reopened the door twice, to no avail. 

Something’s wrong, Simon thought as he left the door closed for now. There’s some trick to this. Maybe a code or a hidden condition.

With little to no clues to examine for now, Simon grabbed all the soul gems he could gather and moved on to check the bloody bottles. Besides Zodiac signs, each of them was numbered in a way that likely linked them to whatever test subjects or slaves those samples had been extracted from. The mutated shifters’ resemblance to certain creatures also bothered Simon. 

Were they… were they trying to locate or homegrow Zodiac Fiend hosts? The Cobweb had already trapped the Crab in a book, so they could be trying to weaponize or bind the others to their service. Silk tried to steal control of Asterion in a previous reign, after all. 

But to what end? Profit? Did they intend to sell tamed archdemons as weapons to the highest bidders, or did the Prince of Spiders play for higher stakes–

Click.

Simon’s head snapped towards the platform atop the catwalk. The yellow door’s knob was turning.

Someone had unlocked it from the other side. 

Simon renewed his Shadowshield and Energumen buffs right as it opened. He could see a brief glimpse of a corridor full of doors beyond the threshold; the very same one he took in Valne to meet with Silk and the Prince of Spiders for the first time. 

A man stepped out of that maze.

He was blonde and with blue eyes, but that was all Simon could glimpse. Every inch of the stranger’s skin, except for a tuft of hair and the upper part of his visage, was cloaked in a black body suit which Simon recognized as a slightly customized variant of the Ninja Vassal Class outfit. His arms and ankles were armored, his chest was protected by mail, his head covered by a mouth mask and a dark blue turban. His curved saber was sheathed, and Simon spotted some strange, metallic contraption akin to a small metal tube attached to a handle at his belt. 

“What is going on here?” he asked in a foreign tongue that Simon’s Perks immediately translated. Definitely a Valnean dialect. He closed the door behind him the moment he spotted Simon. “Ugh, did the boys mess up your summoning or something?”

A teleportation network, Simon guessed. A lot of things were starting to make sense now. They use those magic doors to travel across the continent somehow. That’s how they can move about so quickly and manage a global organization.

“Who are you?” Simon asked, taking the Ninja slightly aback. 

“The name’s Renal, big boy.” Simon recognized it as the alias of a Cobweb agent whose badge allowed him to infiltrate the Rosanne adventurer guild. “Since you can talk, I suppose you can’t be a reasonable shadow demon thingie and just crawl back to the Abyss?”

“Not until you tell me what you’re trying to do here,” Simon replied, raising a finger at the man. “Why are you interested in the Zodiac Fiends? Why do you seek to collect their crystals?”

“You’re too well-informed for a demon just catapulted into this plane of existence.” Renal squinted behind his mask and then slammed his hands together in a series of hand signs. “Summoning Scroll: Earth Spider–”

Simon proved quicker on the draw and tried to Petrify him, but the ninja shrugged off his spell and quickly struck the ground with his palm. A complex script of runes materialized on the floor and then conjured a monstrous creature. An ox-sized, three-eyed spider with sharp mandibles and blades for legs quickly crawled down the catwalk, poison dripping from its fangs. 

Simon immediately acted by blasting them both with Mindflayer. His psychic energies erupted in a cone that struck the spider and then its master; while the former shrieked and simply recoiled for a second, Renal was hurled back against the yellow door and left stunned. His body turned invisible at the very moment of impact and disappeared from view. 

The spider shrieked and pounced at Simon, who caught its blade-arms with his bare hands. His own inhuman strength, which allowed him to break walls with a punch, was put to the test by the creature as it pushed him towards the exit. It viciously slammed him against a wall and attempted to bite off his head, until Simon repelled it across the room with a Chaos Wave. The monster hit one of the vats, shattering it and spilling its contents all over the floor. 

Simon barely had time to recover when projectiles coming out of nowhere began to bounce off his armor with violent force, dispelling his Fiendmask but not Nightveil. The sound of crackling lightning echoed across the hall, followed by the impact of something exploding against his chest in a blast of electricity coursing through his flesh and bones. 

Thankfully, being allowed to practice with the Mage meant Simon had been able to forge his elemental-protection rings in this reign, so he quickly summoned the appropriate one from his inventory. The next projectile did nothing against him. 


Lightning damage negated by Ring of Cursed Thunder!



That invisible prick! Simon unleashed a blast of Hellfire at the platform on the catwalk and set it all ablaze in an attempt to smoke out Renal. He quickly saw his outline rushing across the flames and flying down the catwalk. What’s that device he’s using, some manalith propeller?!

The spider smashed the ground and caused the floor beneath Simon’s feet to crumble. He barely had time to step to the side and avoid falling into a widening pit. An invisible blade struck him in the belly, piercing through his armor and drawing blood.


Instadeath & Poison negated by Unyielding Essence. 



Simon grunted as he called upon his cows’ lifeforce to heal his wounds and quickly retaliated. “Countdown.”

Two ‘five’ spectral numbers appeared; one floating over the spider’s head, the other over an empty spot to Simon’s left. 

I have you now, Simon thought as he summoned the Overlord scepter into his hand and slammed it at the invisible Renal. The blow flung him across the room with a crack and dispelled his camouflage. Your time is up. 

Renal managed to land on his feet with catlike grace, one hand holding his bleeding chest, his eyes looking up at the number above his head with fear; doubly so when it climbed down from five to four.  

“Fuck!” he cursed, once again slamming his hands together. “Elusive Eclipse, Shadow Clone!”

Renal’s features began to shift and blur, while his shadow rose into the form of a perfect, physical copy of the Ninja. The real one still had his cursed Countdown number floating above his head, which made it easy to tell them apart.

Simon moved to blast the original with Hellthunder, but the monstrous spider’s mouth fired a web string at his hand and then pulled hard. This threw off his aim, his lightning missing Renal by an inch as he and his copy dodged in a blur of speed.

The spider tried to web up Simon’s entire hand, but he countered by casting Devil’s Arm and extending it. His claw-nails sank into the spider’s eyes and grabbed it by its now bleeding sockets, with the creature barely having time to screech out in pain before Simon tore off its skull and splattered it against a wall.

A flash of pain followed a dash of steel, then a second and a third. Renal and his clone blinked in and out of sight, their curved sabers lacerating his Nightveil and armor. The clone’s attacks felt as real as those of the original.


Critical hit! Critical hit! Critical hit!



They’re too fast for my eyes to follow! Simon cursed as he swung his scepter at empty air and received another strike for his trouble. His mediocre Agility and average Perception had met their natural enemy… but he didn’t need to see his foe to fight back. Mindflayer!

His fury erupted into a blast of psychic energy that dispelled the clone and threw Renal to the ground. The Ninja held his head as Simon’s malice wormed its way into his mind.

“Let’s see you run now,” Simon said as he raised his scepter high.

He brought it down and kneecapped Renal in a violent smash.

The Ninja screamed in pain as Simon then lifted him by the throat, his limp, bloody legs dangling above the floor.

“You have less than two minutes to live,” Simon warned the Ninja. His Countdown had descended down to two. “Tell me what I want to know and I will let you live.”

“C-can’t…” Renal coughed blood. “They… they’ll kill me…”

“Death at your masters’ hands is a possibility, but death at mine is a certainty.” Simon looked up to the number. “One minute.”

Renal coughed. “They’ll… do worse.”

His Countdown hit zero, snuffing out his life in an instant.

We are not done, ruffian, Simon thought as he forced Renal’s soul to coalesce into a soul gem he put in his Inventory. You will answer me.


Level 51 Overlord Perk: Warmonger VI (Passive): You automatically form a telepathic link with your mount, and any spell that you cast on yourself will also apply to them, so long as the two of you remain in physical contact. 



No doubt this Perk had been stolen from the Rider. Dassein had to be sneezing somewhere in Telluria. 

A strident sound interrupted Simon’s thoughts. He looked up at its source to find that the yellow door from earlier had begun to ooze mana. The eye symbol on its surface was closing its eyelid, the wood cracking around it. A tremor began to shake the room in ever-increasing shockwaves. 

Realizing the danger, Simon immediately rushed to the exit right as the ceiling began to collapse behind him.

The Cobweb had decided to literally bury all the evidence. 

  

    
        Chapter 111: The Cocagne Affair (11)

    
    
    
    
  Half the arena had fallen to pieces.

Most of the slave cells had already been buried in debris by the time Simon reached them, and though he managed to blast a few open on his way out, he could tell the death toll would be horrendous. The beasts in the fighting pit had managed to climb out of it and escape at least. Fear, and the absence of living guards to stop them, had given them the resolve and opportunity to flee. Simon doubted they would remain at large for long with their clipped wings, but perhaps they could make their way back to the wild and freedom.

Simon himself escaped through the cove as planned, using a Fiendmask to change his appearance and swim across the water thanks to his inhuman strength. He eventually made his way to a small fishing boat anchored nearby belonging to one of Remedia’s Shadowguards, who smuggled him away right as half the colosseum collapsed in on itself. The resulting cloud of dust could be seen all across Lafontaine. 

Simon had the feeling that arena tourneys would become a lot less popular in the coming months.

Queen Remedia quickly took charge of the disaster relief, pretending to have been informed through divinations and teleporting into Lafontaine to help with the rescue operations. Simon himself participated under disguise; healing the wounded, blasting away debris, and so on. He had little pity for most victims since they had come to bet and rejoice in the deaths of slaves fighting for their entertainment, but passerbies, slaves, and families had also been caught in the disaster. 

When night arrived, Remedia invited Simon to a private meeting in another safehouse to discuss the matter away from prying gazes. This one had a window, unlike the last, so they could watch Lafontaine’s lights while eating.

And the queen looked pissed. 

“I told you to cause a public incident, not to destroy the entire arena!” she angrily snapped at him once they met in private. “What happened?!”

“The Cobweb had a self-destruct mechanism in place and triggered it,” Simon argued, trying to calm her down. “They were doing dreadful things there.”

Thankfully, Remedia listened to his explanations and used divination spells to confirm some of them, her anger giving way to worry and concern. She looked rather shaken by the end of his tale.

“My Shadowguard and divinations tell me that the death toll rises into the hundreds, and many more are still buried,” Remedia informed Simon as she poured him a glass of wine. She spilled while pouring it. The situation had shaken her. “This went way overboard, Simon. We were lucky there weren't more victims.”

“I didn’t know what I would find there, and neither did you,” Simon countered. He didn’t want her to think he had planned for this chaos in any way. “The mere fact the Cobweb thought this would be the best way to cover their tracks means they were doing something terrible down there.”

Remedia’s jaw clenched, though she was wise enough to take him at his word. “What is this Cobweb, truly?” She asked sharply. “Certainly not a mere criminal organization.”

“I don’t know, and that’s what bothers me,” Simon confessed as he took his glass. “Was that door corridor a teleportation network? A pocket dimension?”

“I am not certain,” Remedia admitted. “Teleport is usually a Tier VIII spell, and creating a permanent portal between two or more locations is in the realm of Tier IX spells or above, but there are always obscure tricks and loopholes to consider. It could be one of the Rogue’s Perks, if they truly lead this Cobweb organization, or some summoned demon or monster’s unique ability. Some kind of fairy would make sense from their heavy use of fetches.”

“Fetches?” Simon inquired. The name didn’t ring a bell.

Remedia scowled as she sipped her wine. “Some malevolent fairies like to play a cruel prank on human families. They take newborn children to raise as their own, then craft a simulacrum of the kidnapped child from snow and dust to take the original’s place with none the wiser. The copy moves like a human, breathes and smiles like us, but it is utterly soulless and devoid of emotion. An empty shell whose true nature only becomes clear upon destruction.”

“The smilers…” Simon considered this information, and realized he didn’t like the implications one bit. “You think the Cobweb has fairies in its ranks?”

“Possibly. There are other ways to craft fetches. Powerful crafters or spellcasters could do it.” Remedia gazed into her drink. “You said they were running an alchemical experiment on the shifters? To what end?”

Simon shook his head, though he had his theories. “The Cobweb is looking for the Zodiac Fiends’ crystals, and someone told me once that one of their archdemons originally created the Shifter Tribe. It may be that shifters show a stronger predisposition for becoming Zodiac Fiend hosts than humans.”

“You suggest they were trying to… craft demon hosts?” Remedia asked, her scowl deepening. “Being possessed wouldn’t suddenly lift the host’s slave brands and seals, but this is still pure madness. Would this Prince of Spiders truly be so foolish?” 

“I do not know,” Simon conceded. Silk had tried to enslave Asterion and the Stone Muse on the Prince’s behalf and bound the Crab in a book, so he didn’t think they were truly working towards unleashing the Zodiac Fiends upon the world. Not without safeties in place, at least. “I’m not even sure who they are, let alone what they’re after. All I know is that they have no honor and their greed is boundless.”

“How did it come to this?” Remedia wondered, her hand tightly gripping her glass. “We must get to the bottom of this, Simon.”

“I know,” Simon agreed. The Cobweb was clearly playing with fire. “I have recovered the Ninja’s soul and Crestone. Our jester, Gourmand, can extract knowledge from dead souls. He is currently in Frightwall, but Euphemia could lend him to you for some time to entertain Norbelle.”

“Yes. I will research spells that can coax information out of this Renal’s soul too.” Remedia nodded to herself. “In the meantime, I will take no risks. I will have my Shadowguard strike any location associated with the Cobweb in the Queendom.” 

Simon raised an eyebrow. “I thought you lacked the political ammunition to strike at them openly?”

“The slaves’ deaths are a tragedy, as was that of the citizens caught in the arena’s collapse, but this will be an ill for good.” Remedia moved to the window, a grim look on her face as she observed the arena’s ruins in the distance. “Survivors among the slaves told us their captors regularly ran blood tests on them. I can blame the disaster on a failed demon summoning and use the outrage to tightly increase arena security measures, or at least give the gladiators better treatment.”

“I see.” Simon nodded. “You can count on my help to wipe them out. The world will be better with fewer webs in our attics.”

Remedia scoffed at his quip. “What would your family think, if they learned the Overlord had become an arachnid exterminator?”

“They would think they could do a better job as Overlord.” Simon shrugged. “And they would probably be right.”

“If you ask me, it is a blessing for us all that the Class chose you rather than someone like your brother Louis,” Remedia mused. “In spite of how things unfolded, you did fulfill one of my wishes, Simon… you will not find me an ingrate.” 

“But the other still troubles you,” Simon noted. He could read the worry written on her face. “What’s on your mind?”

“Besides the fact that criminals were running demonic experiments on my citizens right under my nose?” Remedia sighed. “Empress Euphemia informed me she struck a match between her son Thalas and Lord Paimon’s daughter. The Berwick Islands will rise with us.”

Simon knew that it was only a matter of time before events unfolded this way, but he couldn’t suppress a scowl of annoyance. “This is good news for you.”

Remedia noticed his frustration. “Does their marriage displease you, Simon?”

“I loved Anna Paimon once,” Simon said. And I still do. “I had hoped to marry her myself, had I been better born.”

Remedia gave him a look full of sympathy. “Our choice of partners is so often out of our grasp,” she said, finishing her wine. “As for why it worries me… while this is good news for us, this also means that Louis won’t take the alliance lying down, and I doubt he will remain unaware of our discussions with the Magvolian royalists for long. Either we strike first, or he will.” She took a long, deep breath. “I can only pray your strategy will pay off.”

“It will,” Simon promised her. After all, he had already lived through similar events and hedged his bets.

Remedia forced herself to smile, though it failed to reach her eyes. She turned away from him and stared at the night sky in silence. Her tension was palpable. And why wouldn’t she be tense? From her perspective, her country was about to roll the dice and enter an uncertain future. Wars were always bitter affairs without the benefit of foresight. 

“The last Rogue slew my mother when I was seventeen,” she said, breaking the silence. “Navarre still held the Class back then, and their Rogue clashed with my mother over a border dispute. He robbed her of her magic when she was flying, and she fell to her death from on high.” The queen bit her lip. “Now I am starting a covert war with someone who might be their successor, and my country has no princess to take over should I die.”

Simon hesitated a moment, as he knew what his mind suggested to him would be highly improper, but he decided to push through anyway. He moved behind her and put his arms around her waist, pulling her into a gentle embrace in an attempt to reassure her. She didn’t resist him, and he could tell she appreciated the gesture.

“I must look pathetic,” Remedia said, her hands resting on his arms. “The Mage, mistress of sorcery, acting so nervous in front of the Overlord… my subjects would jeer at me if they could see us.”

“You’re not pathetic,” Simon reassured her. “I can tell you’re not worrying about yourself.”

“I don’t want my son to die waging war with Endymion,” Remedia admitted. “Verdis… Gargauth slew his grandfather during a skirmish. Should the War Party’s airships come…” She turned her head and met his gaze, imploring him. “Do you promise me this will work?”

“I will make it work,” Simon insisted softly. 

His confidence reassured her a bit. “I suppose this is the bright side of devil bargains,” she mused. “They may twist the terms, but they always fulfill them.”

Simon held her gaze for a moment, neither of them saying a word. He became acutely aware of the way her soft fingers held on to his arms, the proximity between them, the way the queen appeared to wait. 

It was there that Simon realized he wanted her. 

Not to play into Norbelle’s plans, not for the Mage Crestone, but because he wanted her now. 

And why shouldn’t he? Anna was to be married off to Thalas again, and Cassandra was half a continent away. Filip already hated him enough to order an attempt on his life, and he liked Remedia. She was wise, charming, strong… he couldn’t deny he desired her. 

And if he wasn’t misreading things, she liked him too. Inviting him to this private safehouse, hidden away from sight, with her husband a continent away… Simon struggled to see this as a coincidence. Remedia wanted this, maybe even fantasized about it, but she was afraid to cross that line, knowing the consequences. 

So he did. 

Simon pressed his lips against her own and kissed her ferociously. He could taste her desire and hesitation, both clashing, alongside the strawberry sweetness of her flesh. 

“This is a mistake,” Remedia said almost immediately afterwards, more to convince herself than Simon. “I am married, and twice your age.” She didn’t push him away though, not even when his hand moved down her thigh and his lips began to kiss her neck. “This will be a scand–” 

She let out a gasp when his fingers finally found their way beneath her skirt, and he knew it was over. Her hands began to guide him along, and her lips searched for his own. 

Norbelle’s plan had finally come to fruition. 



The night of pleasure that followed was a blur.

Simon vaguely recalled carrying Remedia to bed, then being carried upward by one of her levitation spells and making love to her against the ceiling. She teleported them between kisses, first on a beach in Navarre where the warm water flowed over them, then on a bed of flowers under the stars. The queen was a voracious and experienced lover too, casting healing spells to keep the action going to the point Simon had to drain his cows of their lifeforce just to keep up.

He finally realized why his father had rated her so highly in that damn book of his. Magic improved lovemaking like spice seasoned even the best of foods. The forbidden aspect of the entire endeavor only made it taste all the sweeter. 

By the time they teleported back into the queen’s safehouse and rested on the bed within, fully satisfied, Simon could only think of one thing: doing it all over again. 

“That was a mistake,” Remedia said with her head resting on his shoulder. She hadn’t taken off her crown or her necklace at any point, which Simon had to admit only heightened the experience. “A terrible mistake.”

“Probably,” Simon conceded, “But I’d do it all over again.”

She chuckled at his answer, and he could tell she shared the sentiment. “I needed this,” she confessed. “I haven’t made love to a man in over a decade.”

“Huh?” Simon blinked in surprise. “Why?”  

“I…” Remedia hesitated. “Filip often pleasured me with his fingers and lips, but…” She blushed and avoided his gaze. “I shouldn’t tell you this.”

“I think we’re past the point of secrets now,” Simon pointed out. She only had to inform his siblings and Euphemia that he was the Overlord to cause him far worse headaches than this affair. 

Remedia bit her lip and pondered his words before relenting. “Filip is… cursed.”

“Cursed?”

“It happened a bit over eleven years ago, when we decided we would finally try for a daughter,” Remedia said as she pulled the blanket closer, covering her breasts. “He… failed to perform. When I tried to help with magic, I realized he had fallen prey to a terrible sorcery.” 

“A curse?” A terrible doubt began to worm its way into Simon’s mind. “One that was cast right before he could father a princess?” 

Remedia nodded, her cheeks red. “It is a Tier IX curse as far as I can tell, one step short of the greatest heights of magic. It turned my husband both impotent and sterile.” She avoided his gaze. “We kept it a state secret since I was hopeful I would eventually find a way to break it, but… the years passed, and our mutual frustrations mounted.”

By the Light, the timing… “Who… who cast this curse?” 

“I thought it was your father’s doing at one point, but… if Balzam Magnos wanted to destabilize Cocagne, why not curse me instead to ensure I could produce no heir? What would be the point of cursing my husband besides humiliating him, or encouraging me to cheat on him?” Remedia shook her head. “It would be absurdly petty, even for the Overlord.”

And that was her mistake.

Balzam Magnos, Third Overlord, had indeed been petty enough to cast a Tier IX spell just to emasculate a romantic rival.

Filip and Remedia must have conceived a princess that night eleven years back in a previous reign, which Simon’s father took as a personal slight given his obsession with the queen. He had thus emasculated Filip, both to humiliate him and hopefully sneak his way into Remedia’s bed. 

That bastard… Now Simon felt horribly ashamed, though the fact that Filip tried to murder him and that bedding Remedia had been one of the best experiences in his life eased his guilt a little. He had planned this, the bastard… he would be in my place right now if Louis hadn’t gotten to him.

A rush of experience coursed through Simon’s veins as if to confirm his theory; his reward for fulfilling a cruel Overlord prank decades-long in the making. 


Level 52 Overlord Perk: Darkbound II (Passive): You have become more in tune with your demonic nature. You can answer a summoning attempt using your true name like any demon, such as through a diabolism ritual, though you are under no compulsion to accept the summon. 



That… that Perk looked both situationally useful and potentially dangerous. If he could be summoned like a fiend, then he could have his followers across the continent teleport him from one place to another with sufficient setup. However, the fact nothing in the Perk indicated he could tell who could call on him meant he would have to be wary when answering those calls. The Devil Brands might offset that, but he would have to check.

Either way, the rush of a new level failed to alleviate Simon’s disgust. It felt like Balzam was giving him a thumbs up from beyond the grave.

Worse, this all but confirmed that Remedia and Filip would have become a happy couple without the curse. Simon ended up benefitting from his cruelty and the misery of others.

“My father did curse you,” Simon admitted rather shamefully. “I think he knew… he knew the two of you would have been happy, and he wanted you for himself.”

Remedia gripped the blanket, a flash of hatred passing over her face. “The world will be a better place with Balzam Magnos dead,” she said with a sigh. “But the damage is done, and if your father’s death didn’t lift the curse, nothing will.”

Simon scowled as he put two and two together. “You helped with my training because you thought I could help you lift that curse.”

“Yes,” Remedia admitted. “To be entirely honest with you, I have given up on it. You aren’t strong enough yet to break the curse, and Filip and I have drifted apart too far. Even if I held it back for so many years…” She sighed. “I have to consider alternative solutions.”

Simon nodded in understanding. She wasn’t wrong, the Queendom needed an heir, and Filip’s inability to sire one put its line of succession in danger. 

“You should divorce Filip,” Simon advised her. He knew it wasn’t right to say right after sleeping with the man’s wife, but it was the truth. “Norbelle is already planning to usurp your bloodline and put a Magnos on the throne of Cocagne.”

“Is she?” Remedia asked with a scowl. She didn’t sound all that surprised. 

“She will kill Verdis as soon as he sires a daughter,” Simon replied bluntly. “You don’t know my half-sister like I do. Half the reason she pushed me into your bed was to break off the engagement in a way that wouldn’t endanger Cocagne’s assimilation. She cannot stand him.”

Remedia’s frown deepened as she considered the matter, her hands clenching the bedsheet. 

“I cannot divorce Filip yet,” she said, which suggested she now fully intended to go through with it in time. “Not until I can sideline the Militarists, not while we must stay united against the threat outside and inside our borders. Now is not the right time.”

“What about Norbelle and Verdis?” Simon inquired. “He will be safe until the marriage, but afterwards…”

“We will pretend nothing is wrong until we can deal with the War Party,” Remedia decided. “The marriage won’t be celebrated until then either way, and new options will open up afterwards.”

“Then…” Simon took a deep breath and addressed the dragon in the room. “What about us?”

Remedia held his gaze. “Frankly, the wisest thing we could do is keep this shameful secret to ourselves and never do it again.”

“You’re right, that would be most wise,” Simon conceded. It would also be the right thing to do after learning what his father had done to Filip. Profiting from it felt like he was playing into Balzam’s hands.

However… there was an issue with that.

“But that’s not what I want,” Simon admitted.

In spite of everything, he wanted Remedia. He liked her, he desired her, and he appreciated her. He had been willing to fight for her and still was.

Remedia held his gaze for a very, very long time. She looked torn between what she knew was proper and what she wanted, but in the end, her choice was obvious.

“No,” she admitted, her hand taking his own, “That’s not what I want either.”

  

    
        Chapter 112: The Cocagne Affair (12)

    
    
    
    
  Nearly a month passed since what would be known as the Lafontaine Tragedy.

Simon spent most of this time alternating between hanging out with Verdis, spending time with Remedia, and hunting down every Cobweb operation in Cocagne alongside the Shadowguard. The Prince of Spiders’ grip on the local underworld wasn’t as extensive as in Valne and Endymion, but his organization had chapters in every major city, including Fabliau.

Unfortunately, the Cobweb had quickly covered their tracks after the Lafontaine fiasco. None of their other hideouts they raided included a portal door or a secret lab, and the most sensitive materials had been quickly whisked away. They failed to find any leads on the Prince of Spiders’ intentions as well.

Thankfully, while Euphemia refused to lend the queen Gourmand since she would rather keep him close as part of her efforts to consolidate her position in Marthrone, Remedia had found a necromancy spell capable of interrogating souls caught in soul gems. It didn’t guarantee truthful answers, since it could only allow communication, but she was confident she could coax intel out of Renal over time. 

Simon did use the raids as an opportunity to put the Ninja Vassal Crestone he looted from Renal to use. 


The Ninja: A warrior who uses stealth to be all but invisible thanks to the eastern secret techniques of Ninjutsu. 

Strength B, Vitality D, Agility S, Perception B, Magic D, Intelligence C, Charisma E, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Stealth (Passive): You gain a bonus to camouflage when sticking to the shadows or using a disguise. 

Innate Perk: Dual Wielder (Passive): You are always treated as ambidextrous when carrying a weapon in each hand. 

Level 1 Perk: Throw I (Passive): You gain an accuracy bonus when throwing small objects, like darts or shuriken. 

Level 3 Perk: Master of Disguise I (Active): You can cloak your clothes behind illusions, changing their appearance at will. The effect disappears when you take damage.

Level 5 Perk: Everything Goes I (Passive): You gain medium proficiency (x1.5 damage) with all weapons. 

Level 7 Perk: Elemental Ninjutsu (Active): Shuriken technique. You can imbue shurikens with one of your Strong or Very Strong elemental affinities for one minute. Requires medium proficiency with shuriken.



Besides helping him slightly improve his terrible Agility base stat, leveling-up Ninja had introduced Simon to a new subset of abilities: techniques. They were apparently secret martial arts unique to a specific set of weapons that one could learn with sufficient proficiency, though the right Class allowed the user to sidestep the learning process. 

The Overlord’s Perks didn’t include any technique so far—likely because techniques were the equivalent of trading a slot for a single situational ‘spell’—but Simon was curious whether his mastery of them would remain across reigns. If so, then it added another incentive towards either devouring martial classes or leveling up their Crestones. Maybe there were some techniques that involved the use of miasma for all he knew.

Otherwise, things began to fall into place for the assault on the Goetia Research Facility. Simon had done everything in his power to ensure the factory would fall without endangering his sister Lauriane, so the die was now cast.

What bothered him the most was the absence of news about Vouivre. Louis had driven her from Telluria as he usually did, but she had yet to show up and cause trouble in Scaland like she usually did around this time. Simon had the feeling that naming her as the Overlord heir instead of Casval had caused a slight change in the timeline, though he had yet to understand the ramifications.

Eventually, a certain person secretly arrived in Cocagne’s palace, seeking shelter…

“Greetings, Justine,” Simon told his guest upon welcoming her alongside Remedia in the latter’s throne room. “I am happy to see you safe and sound after all this mess with your brother…”

“Something which didn’t surprise you all that much, no doubt. You look unbearably proud of yourself, Prince Simon.” Justine covered her mouth with her fan, her eyes darting to Remedia. “You have quite the reach for a bastard my brother hardly considered worthy of notice, Prince Simon. I cannot help but notice your sister isn’t here to rub salt in my wounds.”

“Your presence in these halls will remain a secret for now, for your own safety,” Remedia replied, “You stand accused of treason in Endymion, and I would rather avoid having word of your presence reach Prince Louis’ ears.”

Justine squinted at Simon. “Playing the game of thrones, are you now?”

“Aren’t we all?” Simon replied with a shrug. “Play along, and you will be restored as Duchess Eligos once the dust settles. Your assistance will determine whether Empress Euphemia shall judge your brother, sister, and niece mercifully.”

“I will hold you to that promise, Your Highness. You have spun quite the wide web.” Justine sighed in surrender. “What will be your mercy’s price?”

“First of all, you will surrender the Changeling Crestone for study,” Remedia said, with Justine frowning in slight surprise. “You will also assist Prince Simon in developing his Visionary and Darkblood latent powers.”

“The Oracle forbade me from doing either many years back… but I suppose only fools trust the blind.” Justine pressed her palm against her chest, using magic to extract a Crestone hidden between her ribs. Her features immediately shifted, her ears lengthening, her face growing even more graceful and ageless. Her elven nature quickly became obvious without the Changeling Crestone’s shapeshifting effects. “Here.”

“So it is true…” Remedia bit her lip in slight surprise. She had already learned the truth from Simon and her spies in Endymion, but seeing it with her own eyes was another matter entirely. “You are an elf.”

“And one of the most beautiful ones, you will agree.” Justine smiled thinly at Simon. “You do not look surprised in the slightest. Did you foresee this moment from the very beginning?”

“Mayhaps,” Simon replied evasively. He had found it easier to deal with people when they were uncertain of what he could and couldn’t do. “Either way, I do not think you will have an issue staying in Fabliau?”

“We have plenty of manaliths for you to sustain yourself on, Lady Justine, and facilities for your experiments,” Remedia agreed. “I must admit I have taken a personal interest in your research. How do you intend to proceed?”

“It is an honor for the Mage to recognize the value of my research,” Justine replied, though she didn’t sound entirely sincere. “I believe the secret is in the blood itself, Your Majesty. Vampirism and some alchemical concoctions can awaken latent traits and mutations, and since the Darkblood is what suppresses Visionary powers in the case of House Magnos, an alchemical process combined with diabolism rituals ought to allow those buried traits to assert themselves.”

“You would blend multiple schools of magic together.” Remedia nodded in appreciation. “An interesting approach.”

“Thank you,” Justine replied, her eyes darting Simon’s way. “I will need a blood sample to proceed with my research.”

Simon hesitated, considering the risks involved, only for Remedia to reassure him. “I will personally supervise Lady Eligos’ research. She will need to sign a magical contract too, to ensure no foul play.”

“You already hold all the cards, and yet you would still hedge your bets?” Justine smiled thinly at them. “You must care for Prince Simon a great deal, Your Majesty.”

“He is a valued advisor to Cocagne’s Crown, and you would be wise to keep that in mind,” Remedia replied, her tone a little more icy, dismissing Justine with a wave of her hand. Two Shadowguards appeared out of nowhere. “Please guide Lady Eligos to her new accommodations.”

The fallen duchess bowed politely as she was escorted out of the room, leaving the queen and Simon alone. Remedia used a spell to cause the Changeling Crestone to levitate in her hand as she thoroughly examined it. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with that snake, Simon.”

“I haven’t, Your Majesty,” Simon reassured her. “Our ball date was my sister’s idea of a joke.”

Remedia sent him a knowing smile, understanding the irony of the situation perfectly. “Either way, this Changeling Crestone is truly a terrifying tool for infiltration,” she said, “None of my divinations could pierce through the disguise. I wonder if the Oracle has planted similar infiltrators in my Queendom too.”

“It is a possibility,” Simon conceded. “I’m not aware of any operation targeting Cocagne, but the Oracle runs a tight ship with strict operational security. No two cells are aware of the other’s activities.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if I were to find an elf or two in our Militarist Party.” Remedia incorporated the Changeling Crestone into her necklace for future study. “The Oracle doesn’t bother me as much as the Cobweb. The Rogue keeps running circles around us.”

Simon shared her frustration. Weeks of investigations had led them exactly nowhere. “Has Renal’s soul finally spoken up?”

“A little. It is finally sinking into his soul that his employer cannot do much worse than an eternity trapped in a gem, but he is still wary of telling too much. I suspect he believes the Rogue will steal back his soul sooner or later.” Remedia clasped her hands. “He claims not to know anything about the experimentations that took place in Lafontaine, nor how to use the Attic.”

“The Attic?” Simon scoffed. “Is that what the Cobweb calls its portal door network?”

“This Prince of Spiders does seem to have a sense of humor,” Remedia confirmed. “Renal did let it slip that the Cobweb was currently sinking considerable resources into establishing a foothold in Fablan. He was spearheading his organization’s efforts to take over the local underworld when he was recalled to deal with our attack.”

“Fablan?” Simon scowled immediately as he recalled Mastemo’s words about the tributaries’ secret protocols. “There’s likely a demonbarrow there.”

“I suspect as much. I am considering how to share this intelligence with their viceroy, though I fear they will rebuff me. Fablan, Bujan, and Scaland are taking every step possible to appear nonaligned in the civil war to come.” Remedia stroked her chin. “Then again, I do purchase a lot of art from Fablan. I could arrange a meeting under that excuse, depending on how tomorrow’s operation goes.”

Simon crossed his arms. “I should be in the field for it, not here.”

“It would be extremely unwise, Simon,” Remedia reminded him. “I have dispatched Filip to assist in the Goetia Research Facility’s takeover, not to mention Alphonse of Lore and the White Unicorn will also participate in the operation. The risk that you come to blows with them during or after the battle is too great.” 

“I understand that, but still…” Simon sighed. “I worry for my sisters.” 

“Sisters?” Remedia raised an eyebrow. “Norbelle included?”

“She is a vicious little goblin, and I would trade her for Lauriane anytime, but I don’t have anything against her personally.” Her personality annoyed Simon, but spending months in the company of Grimm and Gregory had taught him patience. “She has never tried to kill me yet, unlike some of my other siblings.”

“That is an absurdly low threshold to hold someone to, Simon,” Remedia pointed out with a hint of reproach. “And she threatens my son.”

“I know, I know, I’m not denying she’s a horrible person; only that I have no personal grudge against her.” In spite of everything. “Still, I hope all our preparations will pay off.”

“I am sure they will, Simon.” Remedia smiled at him. “We can review everything this evening during our spellcasting lesson, if it will ease your mind.”

“Yes,” Simon concurred. “Yes, I would like that.”



Their ‘evening lesson’ did involve some spellcasting, but otherwise mostly involved strenuous physical exercise.

Maintaining an affair with a married queen was a difficult task, since they had to forswear any open display of affection at the castle or in their day-to-day lives. Simon had to play the act of the pragmatic advisor and wait for Remedia to organize vanishingly rare meetings in a safehouse away from all prying gazes, though it made those meetings all the sweeter. 

“I needed that,” Remedia said once they had finished their coupling. They both had some steam to blow off. “But this will be our last private meeting for a while.”

“What?” Simon protested. “Why?”

“We will have to stop meeting before Filip returns. He will know the moment his wolf catches a whiff of your smell on me or mine on yours.” Remedia let out a sigh. “Moreover, I fear we are only delaying the inevitable.”

“No one has to know, Remedia.”

“You are sweet, Simon, but someone always learns the truth,” Remedia replied with resignation. “There were already rumors of our affair before it became a reality, no doubt thanks to your sister. Someone will find evidence sooner or later. It may be a courtier who sees us, a spy we fail to notice, a word that gives us away…” She rested his head on his chest. “We should either stop here, or consider how to break the news ourselves rather than allow our foes to out us.”

Simon sighed as he stroked her hair. She was right, as always. Constantly watching over their shoulders out of fear of discovery would only keep the truth at bay for so long. He had lived enough double lives to learn that no charade lasted forever. 

Moreover, there was one detail that bothered him… “Why are you so interested in Justine’s research?” Simon asked her, though he already suspected the answer. “It’s not just for the sake of curiosity.”

Remedia sent him a knowing look. “I told you on our first date,” she reminded him. “I want—I need—a daughter.”

Simon scowled. The truth wasn’t hard to glimpse. “You… want us to have a Visionary child. You want your own Norbelle.”

“Potentially,” Remedia replied. She didn’t sugarcoat the pragmatic truth. “A Visionary princess would go a long way towards alleviating the scandal our relationship represents. My people would see her birth as a sign of divine favor, and having a Magnos-blooded heir would also let me break Verdis’ engagement to Norbelle without alienating your family. The Militarist movement will be sidelined if everything goes well tomorrow too, which opens up new possibilities.”

Simon felt himself sinking into the bed, the weight of this information pressing down on him. 

Children… The word scared him. He had considered starting a family with Anna back when he lived with her in the Berwick Islands, but that was before the true price of the Hundred Reigns curse became clear and obvious to him. He still recalled the sharp pain when he realized Anna had forgotten him, or when he lost all the progress he had made with Cassandra and her family. The reigns washed away everything, the past included. 

Unborn children raised too many frightening questions. Balzam had managed to conceive Norbelle often enough in the past, which suggested some sort of fate could ensure a child’s birth, but what if… what if Simon couldn’t reproduce the right circumstances twice in a row? His relationship with Remedia only unfolded thanks to a series of events he doubted he could entirely replicate. 

The oncoming Zodiac Parade clouded the future in shadows. What if they started a family and Simon perished as he did so often before, only to start all over again?

Simon had the feeling that going through something like that would destroy him. 

“I’m not ready for that, Remedia,” Simon admitted. “Maybe not ever.”

“It is too early to discuss those things, Simon, but I won’t lie to you: if you are serious about this relationship, then we will need to address the issue eventually,” Remedia warned him calmly. “My Queendom needs an heir. If I divorce Filip and you cannot give me that, then I will need to remarry to someone else to get it. Your family does not leave me much choice in the matter.”

“I… I understand your position,” Simon replied. Their entire relationship wouldn’t have happened had Cocagne been stable in the first place. This Queendom was hanging by a thread, caught in a battle between giants. “It’s just a very big commitment, Remedia.”

“I know.” Remedia took his hand into her own and squeezed it. “I won’t force that responsibility on you if you do not feel ready or up to the task. We have some time to consider all the potential alternatives.”

Simon nodded and pulled her closer. Yes, there was still time to consider those questions. 

He just hoped he could find the answers in this lifetime. 

—--

Simon watched the Goetia Research Facility’s takeover from a country away.

Remedia gathered him and the rest of her general staff in the council room to witness the operation at dawn. The queen summoned a total of seven floating crystal balls, each of them linked to a second set in the hands of various commanders in the field. This allowed for swift communication without facing the risk of their messages being intercepted by the Goetia Research Facility’s staff.

The siege of Magvolia and the civil war’s opening salvo began with the sudden destruction of the War Party’s airship base by Cocagnian and Church Party saboteurs, and the public leak of Louis’ plans to bombard disloyal or undecided cities. The royalists and rebels quickly mobilized in accordance with the Oracle’s plan, as they did in the reign where Frightwall’s destruction unfolded, surrounding the Goetia Research Facility from all sides. 

A repeat of Norbelle’s siege of the Goetia Research Facility unfolded, except the deck was now entirely stacked against the defenders. Lauriane had lost her aerial support, and Norbelle’s forces now included Alphonse’s party and larger Cocagnian reinforcements under Filip’s command. It didn’t take long for the Phoenix and Azulbolla to blow a hole past the defensive perimeter, which Frea, Alphonse, and their troops swiftly exploited.

It’s frightening how well things are going, Simon thought as he watched the fleeting images on the crystal balls. Frea blasted imperial defenders apart like she did with Simon’s cultists in the Darkwood, while Alphonse cut down a giant hound warbeast with skills he shouldn’t have at this point in time. Filip himself was quite impressive as well, raining down arrows of light from atop his giant wolf mount with deadly speed and precision. For all his faults, the man was worthy of his King Consort title. This is the vision the Oracle worked so hard to bring about.

And in spite of everything, her plan only unfolded because an Overlord allowed its completion. The Oracle was the mistress of no one’s destiny, not even her own.

Remedia lost contact with her allies once they entered the facility itself, since not even she could pierce through its wards, but those that remained outside let them see enough. Terrible explosions began to rock the facility, blasting apart entire chunks of its steely exterior and causing floors to crumble. 

“What’s happening?!” one senator shouted in alarm. “Did they ignite the manaliths by accident?!”

“Or intentionally,” Simon muttered, having suspected something like this. There was no way Lauriane would allow such a facility to fall into enemy hands. “The defenders must have triggered a self-destruct protocol of some kind.”

Remedia scowled as more blasts flashed on her crystal balls, though she let out a small breath of relief when Filip, Alphonse, Frea, and a handful of their companions ran out of the burning facility. The entire building quickly collapsed on itself, crushing anyone unlucky enough to be caught within its vicinity in a flood of dust and smoke. 

“His Majesty made it out,” one of the generals said. “That’s a relief.”

“But what of Princess Lauriane?” a senator argued. “Did we capture her?”

“I do not see her, and none of our soldiers know of her whereabouts,” Remedia replied, glancing at Simon. 

Simon clenched his fists and prayed to the Light for mercy as he opened telepathic communications with his spymistress. “Shabram? What of my sister? Is she with you?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” his spymistress replied, to his relief. “We are boarding a ship to Telluria now.”

“Good.” Simon took a long, deep breath. “Everything has gone as planned then.”

Simon knew Lauriane would always prefer to evacuate with all the forces she could gather rather than fight a doomed battle, so he had Shabram suggest using an escape route back to Telluria where Louis and Dassein still held sway. 

“This is a historic day,” Remedia told her council, a smile of deep relief on her face. “Prince Simon’s strategy worked perfectly. Magvolia is ours.”

The council room erupted into cheers, for she was right: the War Party couldn’t hope to hold the region with the loss of Goetia and no airship fleet to quell the rising Magvolian rebellion. Most of their loyalists would either flee to the far east in Telluria to continue the fight with Louis or surrender. 

Either way, this meant the White Unicorn would soon take over Magvolia and the Church Party would dominate the south of the continent. Cocagne could then scale down its support of them, having secured its border and its place on the civil war’s winning side. 

Simon had fulfilled Remedia’s second wish, and he was thus one step away from claiming the Mage Crestone.

  

    
        Chapter 113: The Cocagne Affair (13)

    
    
    
    
  Norbelle’s airship, The Legendary, returned to Cocagne in triumph.

Norbelle herself arrived flying on her summoned Phoenix for dramatic effect, to the acclaim of nobles and commoners alike who had filled Fabliau’s streets to welcome them. Her eidolon landed atop the castle with a cry that sent flaming pillars rising to the sky, which the mages aboard the Legendary echoed with conjured fireworks. 

Simon clapped alongside many dignitaries once Filip and the alliance’s soldiers climbed off the airship. The Ranger arrived riding on top of his wolf, waving at the people present, smiling at his son and wife… and scowling the moment he saw Simon. Their successful alliance hadn’t endeared him to the king in any way, and the way his wolf’s eyes darted from him to Remedia back and forth unsettled him. Simon and his lover had done everything in their power to remove the other’s smell, but he feared the beast might still catch something that escaped their notice…

“Verdis, how I missed you!” Norbelle lied the moment the royal family gathered, taking the prince’s hands into her own. “Did you miss me?”

“I was worried sick,” Verdis replied as he gallantly kissed her on the back of her hand, and unlike Norbelle, he was entirely sincere.  

“Welcome back, my husband, my good daughter,” Remedia greeted them. “I am well and truly relieved to see you come back alive.”

“Please, was there any doubt?” Norbelle replied with a smirk. “The gods and my brother dear were with us. There was no way we could lose.”

Simon remained silent, unsure of what to make of that statement. Filip didn’t share his wariness. “You would put your brother on the same level as the Phoenix?”

“Why not? His strategy worked perfectly.” Norbelle put her hands behind her back and smiled at Simon. “All the strings he pulled backstage led to our brilliant victory.”

“I only provided sound advice,” Simon replied. His gut told him Norbelle had guessed a little too much, and he was leery of exposing himself. 

“And what advice it was,” Norbelle replied, a mischievous look on her face. “Magvolia and Navarre are ours, and our siblings now stew in Telluria. A buffer area stretching from the Dragonsea to Uyo protects this beautiful nation from my wicked brother, Louis. Her Majesty can now rest easy.”

“Cocagne is more than willing to help in ensuring a peaceful transition of power in Magvolia and Navarre,” Remedia said, which was a diplomatic way of saying she was pulling back her forces and wouldn’t help Euphemia and her allies pursue Louis to the north. “What of Lady Satine? I would have expected to see her messengers escorting you.”

“Princess Satine and her allies departed for Magvolia’s Darkwood,” Filip explained. “They sought to investigate an evil lurking in the region before proceeding with the princess’ coronation.”

“But they promised to invite us to the ceremony as soon as a date was agreed upon,” Norbelle finished. “A day that cannot come soon enough.” 

This reassured Simon that Satine had apparently taken his warnings seriously and convinced Alphonse, Frea, and the White Unicorn to follow through on them. The sooner they and the Oracle realized where the real danger lay, the greater their chances of saving the world. 

“I say this calls for a celebration,” Norbelle cheerfully suggested. “A Grand Hunt, maybe?”

“That is a great idea!” Verdis replied with enthusiasm, having fallen into the trap his fiancée had laid so easily in his path. He had been eager to take up arms alongside his father and frustrated that his mother wouldn’t allow it. “Simon and I could participate!” 

“Yes,” Filip said, squinting at Simon. “Yes indeed.”

Simon kept his mouth shut as he considered what to do. Grand Hunts were a Cocagnian tradition dating back to its unification under the first royal couple, where the Ranger asked the Mage for her hand by offering her a dragon’s skull. Only open to men, the tradition involved multiple noble house scions tracking down monsters reared in the royal woods by the Wildguard, with the winner being the one to kill the most impressive catch. 

In short, it was the best setup for an unhappy ‘hunting accident.’ Nobody would bat an eyelash at the sudden demise of a Magnos advisor who had the misfortune of encountering a dangerous manticore or bandits in the woods… not to mention that the Ranger was in charge of organizing such events, with little to no input from the queen. 

Remedia wasn’t blind to this exercise’s purpose and tried to shoot it down. “Such an event would be welcome, but premature,” she argued with Filip. “Accidents are common in Grand Hunts, and our borders aren’t entirely secure yet. I would rather avoid shedding the blood of our youth.”

“On the contrary, I think it will be good for Verdis and everyone else,” Filip countered. “A Grand Hunt offers many opportunities for levels. What better way to prepare our young for future conflict than practical experience?”

He’s not wrong, it might be a good opportunity to gain a few levels, Simon thought. He was confident he could take out any creature sent his way… but perhaps not without the Overlord outfit. I could go as a Ninja and reinforce my Agility. It would be the safer option, not to mention I doubt most weaker monsters would give me much Overlord experience at my current level.

Remedia and Filip argued for a bit on the matter, though it made no difference. Organizing a Grand Hunt fell under the King-Consort’s purview and Remedia didn’t have a good excuse to prevent the event. Cocagne had just won a great victory worth celebrating. What better moment would there be to impress the population and showcase Cocagne’s power? 

In the end, the best Remedia could do was ask for a delay until representatives such as Satine or Euphemia could come observe it; something that might take weeks or months. 

“Are you pleased with yourself?” Simon whispered to his half-sister, knowing exactly why she had planted the idea in Verdis and Filip’s heads. 

“Quite,” she shamelessly confirmed. “This Grand Hunt ought to be suitably amusing.”

“At no cost to yourself, since you cannot participate.” Her plan was painfully transparent: ensure Filip died trying to kill him during the Grand Hunt so it would cause an international incident, destabilize Cocagne, get rid of an internal obstacle with plausible deniability, and hopefully create an opening for Simon to fill. “This was ill-advised. I’m already making steady progress.”

“Don’t tell me you’ll miss on your chance to take out the romantic competition?” Norbelle whispered, before leaning in to kiss his ear. “My dear Daddy-Killer.”

Simon froze where he stood, his spine stiffening, though he managed to hide his unease behind a confused expression. “What do you mean?”

Norbelle simply smirked at him and patted him on the shoulder, a knowing look on her face. “It’s truly clever, how you’re setting the stage on fire,” she replied. “I can’t wait to see the endgame.” 

She knew. Or she at least suspected enough to try and gauge his reaction. Simon knew better than to confirm her suspicions. “I don’t understand.”

“I think you do,” Norbelle replied with a shrug. “Either way, Mother believes Lauriane and Dassein will fold once we’ve slain Louis, and she is pleasantly surprised with your work here. She will let bygones be bygones.”

That was… surprisingly considerate given how Euphemia had tried to execute him once. He guessed she was pragmatic enough not to let old grudges get in the way of her power and successful governance. 

Simon was considering how to proceed with the next steps of his plan when he sensed a sudden attempt at telepathic contact. Shabram. 

“Your Majesty?” Shabram called out to him, her tone slightly unnerved; a rarity that put Simon on edge. “Prince Louis sent orders to our ship to divert from its course to another location. We are to board an airship to a new base.”

“A new base?” That was unexpected. “Where?”

“I do not know, which worries me greatly. If Prince Louis refused to tell me, then it means he distrusts me.”

Simon had a bad feeling about this, too. Did Louis have a secret trick kept in storage for the day he was pushed into a corner? “Play the model ally for now and keep me informed of any new developments.” 

“As Your Majesty wishes.”

Simon closed the telepathic line with a clouded mind. The War Party had been pushed back to the end of the continent, more or less securing a quick end to the Endymian civil war before it could truly begin. Cocagne had secured peace with Euphemia and its borders. He had even managed to reason with the White Unicorn, and Vouivre was mysteriously inactive. Everything was going extremely well.

So why did he have this ominous feeling sinking in his gut?

—--

Remedia was quite tense during their spellcasting training session.

Maybe it was her husband’s return, the Grand Hunt, the situation abroad, or a combination of all of them that bothered her, or perhaps the fact that they would have to stay strictly professional during their time together from now on. Either way, she mostly stuck to keeping her arms crossed with a thoughtful look on her face as Simon attempted to master the Timethief spell. 

One of the miasma-based Chronomancy spells he learnt from the Chronomicon, it was the closest thing to a standard Haste spell he could get. This particular piece of sorcery worked by applying the Slow status to a target and used the ‘stolen time’ to grant the caster Haste in return. It was relatively inefficient in that the former condition was required to trigger the latter, but it still had its offensive uses. 

“You are doing well, Simon,” Remedia complimented him after another round of practice. “Your intuitive grasp on magic is simply astounding.”

“I only progressed so far thanks to your teachings,” Simon replied humbly. And the Overlord Class’ Perks.

“You flatter me, yet I feel I only refined what was already there. You possess both the curiosity, flexible thinking, and affinities required to become a powerful spellcaster.” Remedia bit her lip. “Natural talent indeed…”

Simon frowned. “What’s on your mind, Remedia? The Grand Hunt?” 

“No, no, it’s… not only that…” She took a deep breath, and Simon could tell she had reached some kind of important decision. “Close your eyes.”

Simon blinked in confusion, then followed her command. He wondered what she had in mind until he sensed reality shift around them as they teleported away. His feet landed on sand rather than the room’s solid stone floor, and the warm wind on his face suggested Remedia teleported them to the beach they briefly visited during their first time together. 

Remedia’s hands took his left palm, opening it… and then placed something inside. A warm object that nearly burned his skin on contact in a way that felt incredibly familiar.

No way… Simon dared to peek at the queen’s gift: a small Crestone covered in arcane symbols radiating with a surge of mana. This cannot be…

Yet he knew it was the real deal, even before he checked its stats. The power within sensed his true nature and despised him like the Merchant before it. 


The Mage: The master of magic, the arch-sorcerer, the wise wizard who weaves spells capable of wonder and terror into being.

Strength D, Vitality E, Agility D, Perception C, Magic S, Intelligence S, Charisma A, Luck A. 

Innate Perk: Adaptive Spellcasting (Passive): You are a master at creating customized spells. You can create unique variants of any spell you can analyze and memorize, changing its element to one in which you have a Very Strong affinity with. 

Innate Perk: Spell Analysis (Passive): You can instantly understand and analyze any spell you see, gathering intel such as its affinity, spellcasting school, and casting time. The amount of information you can gather depends on your Intelligence stat.

Innate Perk: Accelerated Spellcasting (Passive): The time it takes you to cast spells is cut in half.

Innate Perk: Efficient Spellcasting (Passive): The mana cost of your spells is cut in half.

Level 1 Mage Perk: Magic Master I (Passive): You can learn and cast any spell up to Tier I, except those belonging to the Prayer, Performance, and Libromancy schools of spellcasting. 



“You warned me that consuming a Noble Crestone resulted in a powerful mana surge,” Remedia recalled as she sat on a nearby rock facing the sea. “We are far enough away from civilization that no one should track it back to Cocagne.”

“But… why?” Simon asked Remedia, utterly dumbfounded. “Is this a test?”

“No, it is a reward.” The queen smiled slightly. “You did as I asked, and saved Cocagne from a costly war. Our borders are safe, and Euphemia will be too occupied fending off Louis to bother my Queendom.” 

“But what of the third wish?” Simon replied. He had expected to undertake another task before they had this discussion. “I didn’t fulfill it.”

“I have a third wish, that is true… but it is something I would rather see you fulfill out of your own free will rather than a sense of obligation.” Remedia stared at the Mage Crestone. “Either way, as I told you, it is not a high price to pay for me. You may consume the Crestone now.”

“Are you certain?” Simon inquired. This entire setup bothered him, because he could tell it was still a test of some kind. “There is no guarantee you will be able to recover it once I devour it, even with your knowledge.”

“I am certain I shall… and your reluctance only solidifies my trust in you,” Remedia insisted. “Go on. Take your pick.”

Simon clenched his jaw as he reviewed the Mage’s stats. True to its nature as the archetypal spellcaster Class, its stats and Perks fully focused on magical mastery. Magic Master being unlocked at level 1 also meant the Mage would always be one spellcasting Tier higher than the Overlord.

All the innate Perks were highly interesting and useful. Accelerated and Efficient Spellcasting were so simple, yet so effective, both would provide him with a tremendous boost to his magical proficiency; the former more than the latter, since branded individuals provided Simon with all the mana he would need. Spell Analysis would further his understanding of magic and grant him an intel advantage. 

However, all of those paled in comparison to Adaptive Spellcasting. Almost all Darkness and Ailment element spells required miasma, and he had a Very Strong affinity in both, which meant… which meant…

“I could create miasma variants of existing spells?” Simon inquired, his fingers trembling with excitement.

“My thoughts exactly,” Remedia confirmed. “For example, you could create a variant of the Haste spell using Ailment rather than Support as its main affinity, which will likely work by giving you the status at a cost. I am convinced that whoever created your ‘Hell’ series of spells used a similar process to adapt the original elemental versions.”

This… this would change everything. Rather than break out of the Overlord’s exclusivity on miasma spells, Adaptive Spellcasting would let him create new branches of sorcery that fell within those confines. This would greatly improve his spellcasting repertoire, and by extension, his crafting expertise. The possibilities were immense.

“Do you have other Perks similar to this one?” This discovery had inflamed Simon’s greed. “Perks that let you invent new sorcery from nothing rather than adapt existing spells?”

“There is a very high level series of Perks called Spellforge that helps me invent new spells on the fly by merging existing ones, among other things, but it would take you many, many years to unlock them,” Remedia replied with a hint of amusement. “Those are years I am not willing to give you yet, Simon, if ever.”

“Yes… yes I understand.” It probably didn’t matter either way. Adaptative Spellcasting alone would open up so many options that it would take many reigns to explore them all. “Then, let us proceed.”

Simon put on the Overlord outfit and consumed the Crestone, feasting on its power as he did with the Merchant one a handful of reigns back. He felt the Mage’s spirit resist him, denying him its memories, its wisdom, its past… but it was too weak to deny him its power. A pulse of raw mana erupted from his hand in a gust that sent wind flying in all directions, with Remedia waving her hand to keep it all away from her. 

Simon felt the rush of power coursing through him, the flow of experience, the joy and thrill of a new Perk joining those he had already consumed.


You have assimilated the Adaptive Spellcasting Passive Perk. It shall now replace Devour Crestone III.



Simon faced Remedia, who had observed the entire ritual with close attention. They locked eyes for a long moment, the tension palpable, until the queen’s shoulders relaxed in relief. Simon had passed her test.

“You feared I would teleport away or leave once I had what I wanted,” Simon guessed. “You thought I was only using you for the Crestone, or that I would kill you once you outlived your usefulness.”

“The thought crossed my mind,” Remedia confirmed, smiling kindly at him. “Your father could be charming when he wanted to. I chose to believe you were different.” 

“I am different. I do not abandon those who are kind to me.” The reigns had forced him to compromise on many things, but gratitude was a virtue Simon Magnos would never forget. “Your trust will not go unrewarded, Remedia.” 

“Thank you, Simon. I am very relieved to hear that.” Remedia plucked a Vassal Mage Crestone from her necklace, which Simon recognized as the Wizard one, and then held it within her fingers. “Noble Refinement.” 

Mana coursed through the Crestone, its arcane scripts growing more complex and more layered; like a writer enriching the original text with new additions until a mere booklet became a grimoire. A handful of stones around Remedia’s neck were sucked dry for their magic to complete the process, until the Noble Mage Crestone was fully reborn from its Vassal. 

“You can connect a Vassal Crestone to the Noble archetype it is a mere fragment of,” Simon guessed, amazed by the phenomenon he had just witnessed. “This lets you recreate any Noble Crestone from an associated Vassal one.”

“This spell only works if the Noble Crestone has been destroyed, or else the Vassal cannot tap into the greater archetype, and it requires an immense amount of skill and mana to perform…” Remedia chuckled upon catching the flash of desire in Simon’s eyes. “You are thirty levels away from casting that one yet, Simon.”

Simon grunted in disappointment. Of course such a spell would be a high-Tier one. It’s not like I will need it either… My current goal revolves around taking Noble Crestones from their current holders, not recreating them from scratch.

“What is your third wish, Remedia?” Simon asked. He still intended to fulfill it, but out of affection rather than obligation. 

“It is too early for me to tell… although I believe you will come to guess its nature on your own.” Remedia presented him with the Mage Crestone again. “Will you take another Perk?”

“I only have one slot left,” Simon admitted with some hesitation. Accelerated Spellcasting would be great, but there were so many powerful Noble Class Perks, and so few available Devour Crestone free spaces… “Do you think I should use it?”

“I will not stop you if you want, but I would suggest against it,” Remedia replied. “Opportunities when you can claim a new Noble Crestone will be rare, if not unique. You should at least always keep a spot open in case you get your hands on one. You never know which Perk will be most useful for you, or when the right moment will come.” 

Wise advice, as always. Simon decided to wait for now. “True. You might need to restore the Ranger Crestone soon at this rate.”

He meant it as a dark jest, yet it didn’t amuse Remedia in the slightest. “I do not want you to slay my husband, Simon.”

“Me neither,” Simon replied. He felt ambivalent about Filip after learning about how his father had cursed him. While he didn’t like the Ranger—especially not after the assassination attempt against him—he didn’t particularly want him dead. “Yet he will try to kill me during the Grand Hunt.”

“He will try, and you will ensure he fails,” Remedia insisted. “In spite of his faults, Filip remains a good man with whom I shared many happy moments with once upon a time. I do not wish him dead, and neither will Verdis. Losing his father would devastate him.”

True, Simon thought. He had grown fond of the young prince and considered him a friend by now. He will need my support once his parents divorce. It will hit him hard.

“Moreover, his death during the Grand Hunt would spark another tournament, not to mention an international incident if you were implicated in his demise,” the queen insisted. “Swear to me you will not quarrel with him, Simon.”

“I swear it,” Simon reassured her. “In that case… I suppose you wouldn’t have a perfect spell to deal with the situation?”

“I do not.” Remedia smiled at him, having read his mind. “You will need to invent it.”
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  Adaptive Spellcasting was perhaps Simon’s best investment since Inventory. 

The very first subject he tackled was the question of buffs, a field of magic that was mostly closed to him outside of certain diabolism spells. Remedia’s suggestion that he create Ailment-aligned variants of them proved both correct and wise. His new Perk let him figure out ways to translate existing buff spells into curses that reinforced the user at the cost of being struck with a penalty. 

In short, Simon was slowly developing his own unique brand of buffs: cursebuffs, spells that provided a benefit in return for inflicting an ailment on the caster, which his Unyielding Essence would let him shrug off. His current focus was developing a rather ironic curse that granted the caster heightened Agility at the cost of paralyzing them. Besides allowing Simon to enjoy the benefit without the penalty, it might be possible to reduce its tier compared to the original by optimizing the miasma flow.

His research also allowed him to craft two new cursed items of great utility: the Ring of Strength for Speed, and the Ring of Spell for Speed. The first, as per its name, cut his Strength stat in half and transferred the amount to his Agility stat in turn; the second provided the same benefit, except it cut down his Magic rather than his Strength.

With this setup and Inventory, Simon could now switch between the two depending on the situation. He could hit as hard and fast as the Berserker, or bombard his foes with quickly cast spells. Anyone trying to outspeed him would be in for a surprise. 

Otherwise, Justine Eligos’ research was progressing smoothly under Remedia’s oversight. Everything was going smoothly so far… except for one, frighteningly worrying detail that continued to bother him.

“Still nothing?” Simon asked Remedia as she checked her seven crystal balls during their spellcasting session.

“No,” the queen replied, shaking her head with frustration that echoed his own. “What about you?”

“Nothing,” Simon confirmed as he checked the telepathic link for what must have been the thousandth time. “She doesn’t answer me.”

Over a week had passed since Norbelle’s triumphant return, and Simon had yet to receive an answer from Shabram since she boarded an airship for Louis’ new base with Lauriane. She wasn’t dead, since he could sense her presence through the brand that bound her soul, but she didn't answer his telepathic communications. She felt… asleep, for lack of a better term.

Remedia stroked her chin. “She must be in a base shielded by powerful anti-divination wards.”

“No, my power would pierce through them,” Simon replied. He had contacted Shabram when she was working in the empire’s most secure facilities, Frightwall included. “She would have found a way to contact me by now too, if she was free to do so. I fear she may have been captured, petrified, or worse.”

Louis had to have found out about their connection somehow. He had been able to guess that Shabram was a double agent based on circumstantial evidence when Simon operated in the Darkwood. 

“That is a worst case scenario, but not necessarily the only possibility,” Remedia replied. “Your contact could be in a different plane, or a place whose dimensional boundaries fray at the edges. Most divination spells require the target to be in the same dimension as the caster. Your power may work in a similar way.”

That could be it, Simon thought. He had read in the Lighthouse’s archives that the material plane blurred with the Worldsoul in some Illusean places. Louis could have taken Shabram to a secret base located on a similar locus of dimensional power. But where and why? 

“I don’t think we’ll be that lucky,” Simon admitted. He was never that fortunate. 

Remedia joined her fingers. “Could Louis track you down using your spymistress’ brands?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Anathemic Secrecy should protect me from divination and we’ve ensured that the Brands are invisible, but Louis has plenty of powerful Class users in his employ. I cannot make any assumptions.”

“Is there a way to remove those brands then?”

Simon scowled grimly. “Only one… and I would rather not use it.”

“I see…”  Remedia stroked her chin. “Give me time. If our divinations continue to fail, I will research a method to cut the link nonlethally. There has to be a loophole we haven’t considered.”

Simon wasn’t so sure… but then again, the elves did manage to figure out how to remove the Devil Brands in a way that required a Title to correct. He had no doubt the Mage could do the same with sufficient time and motivation. 

He just hoped Shabram would answer him soon and that his worries were misplaced.

“In more positive news, Lady Eligos has made good progress,” Remedia said as she moved on to the next source of concern. “She believes—correctly, as far as I can tell—that you simply cannot become a true Visionary like Norbelle. The spells your father and his physician used to open your sister’s third eye could only work because both her body and soul were in the process of developing in the womb. The window of opportunity to fully attune you to the Worldsoul has simply passed.”

Simon feared as much. His father would have likely researched a procedure to awaken his own latent gifts with his limitless resources if he could seize that power for himself. “But I still have powers to awaken.”

“Yes, but we must follow a different path,” Remedia replied. “Norbelle is a unique case in that both her Darkblood and Visionary potential amplify each other like miasma and mana reinforce each other. Justine would rather explore a more novel approach by making you something entirely new: a Visionary aligned to the Abyss rather than the Worldsoul.”

“A Dark Visionary,” Simon summed it up. “What would that entail? I don’t suppose alchemical concoctions will be enough to connect my soul to the Abyss.”

His eagerness caused Remedia to raise an eyebrow. “Do you even understand the implications, Simon? We are discussing binding your soul to the Abyss. To a dimension of demons, horrors, and darkness.”

“I am already connected to it through my Class, so I don’t think it will change me much,” Simon pointed out. He had already taken a trip to the void beyond time, and his very essence was bound to a miasma crystal the size of a comet for a hundred lifetimes. He didn’t think he had much to lose. “I'm damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

“You may be right, but I would still be wary and run tests first,” Remedia warned him. “But it is true that alchemically altering your blood on its own wouldn’t be sufficient. We must also alter your very soul through a profound symbolic act through a custom ritual of potent power.”

This was the Seasonal Key come again. “Can we design it?”

“That should be simple enough for Justine and I,” Remedia mused. “But writing down a ritual and completing it are two very different things, and this is something that has never been done before even then. We cannot write off the possibility of failure, or of unexpected consequences.”

“It’s still worth a shot,” Simon replied without skipping a beat. “If only to find out whether it’s possible or not.”

“Your confidence amazes me, Simon.” Remedia smiled with a hint of affection. “You truly think you can do anything, can you?”

Well, he had many tries to get it right. “Does that displease you?”

“Not at all. If anything, I find your desire to risk everything for knowledge… appealing.” Remedia cleared her throat and hastily changed the subject, probably in case someone could overhear them. “We can begin experimenting with the ritual after the Grand Hunt. We will have time and peace of mind then.” 

Simon nodded in agreement, though he had the feeling something would derail those plans.

His gut told him he had missed a key detail somewhere.



The Grand Hunt was due to be launched on the first of Germinal, on the day of the Vernal Equinox heralding the beginning of the year.

As per tradition, the various participants and the royal family gathered in a hunting lodge in the royal woods near Fabliau for a pre-sunrise breakfast. A cadre of waiters and golems welcomed them to a large manor with an intentionally rustic decoration. It even included silk sheets to mimic cobwebs next to artistic candelabras burning with soulfire.

“Are you certain you wish to partner up with me for the event?” Simon asked Verdis as the two of them made their way to the dining hall. “Your father won’t take it well.”

“Mother insisted I go with you, and I didn’t have the heart to deny her,” Verdis replied with a laugh. “She thinks you need an experienced chaperone and guide to find the right quarry.”

Simon greatly doubted that. He found it more likely that Remedia thought Verdis’ presence would dissuade Filip from forcing a confrontation, or at least force him to second-guess his murderous plot. Taking out Simon would require isolating him from the prince, which ought to complicate the Ranger’s plans for a confrontation. 

“Also, it will be nice to be a party’s vanguard for once,” Verdis said. “I usually follow Father’s lead on a hunt. It’ll be my first time being a guide.” 

“I’m sure you’ll acquit yourself well,” Simon replied. Verdis’ Class was a Vassal of the Ranger, and thus likely to thrive in this environment. “Then all we need is a third member, no? I recall parties can only have three people at once.”

“Yup, though animal companions don’t count,” Verdis confirmed with a smirk. “The Ranger who helped found Cocagne was a clan leader with two blood-brothers, so the tradition stuck.”

“Well, we’re already in-laws,” Simon quipped as they entered the banquet hall. “But I don’t think any of my half-brothers will help us round out the trio.”

Verdis’ embarrassed expression already forewarned Simon of the company awaiting them in the dining hall. As large as a small house, it housed a sprawling table facing a fireplace and a wall of trophies. It was amazing the kind of bestiary Cocagne hosted, from stuffed giant fishes to manticores and griffins, not to mention one pre-Gargauth dragon skull. A banquet of Cocagnian wine, Musan coffee, Fablan tea, Berwickian cheese, and Uyan fruits was served for the thirty or so participants. Most were nobles Simon had only ever seen in passing at the palace or never before, with three noticeable exceptions.

The first was Filip, who occupied the head of the table.

The second was Alphonse of Lore, who nodded at Simon and Verdis when they entered, lacking the Ranger’s hostility.

And the third…

“Bastard,” Thalas ‘greeted’ Simon the moment he saw him. 

Of course he’s here, Simon cursed. He had participated in the siege of the Goetia Research Facility in a previous reign, so he would have been in Norbelle’s vicinity. “Thalas, what a surprise. I didn’t know you were invited.”

“It was a last minute suggestion from our sister,” Thalas replied, a rancid smile on his lips. “I’ll bring a quarry to Anna to celebrate our wedding.”

Thalas only said those words because he knew it would hurt Simon to know he was marrying her, and he was right. Still, Simon had had enough experience handling his emotions across the reigns that he simply feigned indifference. 

“Good for you,” Simon replied, “I feel sad for Antonine though. The humiliation of a broken betrothal mustn’t have been pleasant.”

Simon’s answer took Thalas aback. His expression devolved into a dark scowl, and he mulled over it rather than answer. He seemed almost sorrowful. 

Could that be remorse? From Thalas Magnos? Simon didn’t think his half-brother was capable of that, but he seemed genuinely sad about his broken betrothal. Then again, those two were engaged for years. It wouldn’t surprise me if Thalas had gotten attached to her.

Poor boy. If only he knew his fiancée would sell him out to Vouivre to wash away the dishonor, he might have reconsidered…

Either way, a rather uncomfortable Verdis quickly tried to change the subject. “Lord Alphonse, it is a pleasure to see you here!” he said, sitting right next to the Paladin. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

“His Majesty Filip invited me to participate as a representative of both Lore and Magvolia, Prince Verdis.” Alphonse bowed to the assembly. “It is a great honor I hope to live up to.”

“I have no doubt that you shall, Lord Paladin,” Filip replied, his giant wolf resting behind his chair. The truth of Alphonse’s Class had spread quickly after he openly participated in the Goetia Raid. “I daresay you may be today’s favorite.” 

“Behind Your Majesty, of course,” Alphonse argued courteously, before turning to face Simon. “With your permission, I would like to lend you my sword for this ordeal, Prince Simon.”

The assembly welcomed the proposal with gasps, though none were more surprised than Simon himself. “You want us to form a party, Alphonse?” he asked, not having expected this. “After we nearly came to blows when we last met?”

“That is exactly why I would like us to fight side-by-side in this contest,” Alphonse declared. “I admit I have misjudged you. Everyone I’ve interrogated told me your advice and tactical insight were invaluable in our victory. You were instrumental in restoring Magvolia’s freedom, and I owe you a debt of gratitude for that.”

“You owe me nothing, Ser,” Simon replied warily. What was his game? Was Alphonse in league with Filip and planning to isolate him to better kill him? Did the White Unicorn somehow figure out his true identity as Overlord? 

“That would be a great idea!” Verdis said with enthusiasm. “The three of us would form the ideal party! I can be the scout, Lord Alphonse our frontliner, and Simon our spellcaster and support!” 

“It would be a sensible party combination,” Alphonse agreed with a nod. 

Filip scowled in displeasure at the proposal, and Simon himself hesitated. It could be a trap, but he sensed no hostility coming from Alphonse anymore, and the Paladin struck him as lacking the self-control for deceit. He had been quick to take emotional bait in the past. Had he truly moved beyond their grudge as he said? 

Oh, he wants to talk to me in private, Simon realized. And I think I know about what. 

“It would be a pleasure,” Simon replied with a smile. “You must have grown quite familiar with hunting monsters in woods by now.”



The hunt began at sunrise, with the hunting parties spreading across the woods on horseback.  

Filip was clearly displeased that Verdis chose to participate with Simon, but grudgingly accepted his choice. Simon suspected that the Ranger would be forced to call off whatever hit he had planned on his romantic rival to avoid involving his son or the Paladin, though he couldn’t be sure yet. Either way, it would only delay the inevitable. 

Simon couldn’t rule out that Thalas would try something. His half-brother had easily found two hangers-on among Cocagne’s noble scions to accompany him on the hunt, and departed with that same urge to prove himself that always gnawed at him. He was equally likely to try to outshine Simon by finding the most impressive quarry to claim rather than to just try and kill him. 

Still, Simon just couldn’t shake the feeling that something would happen during the hunt. He couldn’t quite put it into words. His gut told him an unseen danger stalked his steps, that he might stumble into a trap he couldn’t see…

“Oh, look what I found!” Verdis called out to his teammates when they found a relatively dry riverbed. Small bones and reptilian footsteps were half-buried by the mud. “I think we’ve found a hydra.”

“How can you tell, Your Highness?” Alphonse asked with genuine curiosity. 

“Hydra heads usually tear apart pieces of their prey, and each head swallows a piece after a brief period of infighting. The limbs were eaten whole, but not the torso, which indicates it was pulled apart from multiple directions at once.” Verdis pointed at marks on the bones. “And those are acid marks. A telltale of hydra saliva.”

“Impressive,” Simon complimented Verdis. He will make a fantastic Ranger. “Do you suggest we engage the creature?”

“Of course!” Verdis pumped his fist. “It’ll be no match for us, and we can each bring our own head trophy!”

Alphonse nodded. “I have slain more dangerous creatures on my lonesome in Magvolia’s Darkwood. I don’t think it’ll prove much trouble.”

“So you did follow up on my suggestion,” Simon noted, squinting at the Paladin. “What did your elf friend say?”

Alphonse let out a sigh. “It was as you warned us,” he admitted. “We found an archfiend sealed in the Darkwood. Our mage, Frea, attempted to reinforce the seal, but she fears it will escape on its own within a year’s time.” He looked away at the rising dawn. “We saved Magvolia from a tyrant, only to open ourselves to an attack by another.” 

“Huh?” Verdis blinked in surprise. “The Oracle didn’t warn you of it?” 

“Not even Frea knew?” Simon asked pointedly, fishing for information. 

“She didn’t, which bothers me,” Alphonse replied. “Frea stayed in the Darkwood to study the seal and figure out a solution until the Oracle answers her, but…” 

“But?” Simon pushed.

Alphonse hesitated before answering. “A few among the White Unicorn have been doubting her wisdom, considering how the Overlord shrouded her sight so easily in the past,” he said. “Others say she is using the White Unicorn movement to preserve Illusea’s shores from attack while minimizing elven casualties. Her leadership has been put into question, especially since the fourth Overlord remains unaccounted for.” 

“Yes, it must be difficult for all the White Unicorn’s components to find a common ground without a uniting enemy,” Simon replied evasively. It pleased him to learn that Justine’s skepticism of the Oracle wasn’t a minority opinion in the White Unicorn organization. This could open the door to future compromises. 

Moreover, he found it fascinating that she either didn’t know fully sealing the Stone Muse was impossible, or didn’t warn Frea about it. The Oracle could simply have failed to foresee the true threat of the Zodiac Parade, since all these archfiends were fragments of what had now become the Overlord Crestone. Anathemic Secrecy’s deleterious effects on divination might have extended to Abraxas’ other children. Frea could have lied though, since she had already hidden critical information from her allies.

Is this incompetence, paranoia, or malice? Simon wondered. Magvolia was the only kingdom whose archfiend the Oracle tried to reinforce the seal of, and even then she didn’t inform her own troops of the true scale of the threat. Did she hope they would tear apart Endymion and feud with the Overlord while leaving allied countries alone? I don’t recall any big disaster striking Lore in previous reigns either…

“Truthfully, I had hoped to broach the subject during this hunt, Prince Simon,” Alphonse said. “I recall that you implied this creature was one among many?”

“Yes, there are…” Simon scowled, a sense of unease stirring inside him. “Others…”

Verdis immediately noticed his change in behavior. “What’s wrong, Simon?”

“I… I don’t know.” Simon couldn’t quite put it into words; his gaze wandered across the riverbed for any sign of a pack of monsters or an assassin sneaking up on them. He didn’t see any, and neither did his allies. “I feel… like I’m being watched.”

“Huh, really?” Verdis put on his Hunter Class outfit, which resembled a toned-down, duller version of his father’s Ranger clothes, and looked around. “I don’t see anything.”

“I think I do…” Alphonse replied as he activated his Paladin Class, his eyes gazing at the sky through his helmet. “Something… something above us.”

Simon’s sense of unease only grew in intensity, as did his impression of being watched. He felt eyes staring at him from high above, far beyond the clouds, and more strangely… from within. 


Anchor status. 

You can no longer teleport. 



What? 

Realizing the danger, Simon immediately tensed up and put on his Ninja outfit. His first thought was that either Thalas or Filip had decided to strike now, but he could have sworn the magic that affected him came from nowhere… nay, from the depths of his soul. He focused on its source, his heart skipping a beat when he identified it. 

Shabram. 

The spell had coasted its way to Simon through the connection he shared with his spymistress.

“Shabram?!” Simon called out to her. “Shabram, what’s happening?!”

He sent the message through the many brands he had applied to her, but another presence answered at the end of the line. A will strong in the Dark, and as suffocating as Asterion and Exodeos. 

“I’ve found you, Deceiver.”

The voice… the voice had grown deeper, more demonic—as if laced with another full of malevolence—but Simon had heard it often enough in the past that he could still recognize it, to his shock and displeasure. 

“Casval?”

The presence responded by biting his soul. 

There was no other way to describe it. A malevolent presence harpooned his soul by using the bond he shared with Shabram’s Devil Brand like a rope, and then took a bite out of his spirit. Invisible fangs closed on his mind and tore out a huge chunk of his essence in a vicious flash of phantom pain. 


Massive Soul damage!



Simon had fallen off his horse before he knew what hit him, his vision blurring. He heard Verdis call out his name and Alphonse’s hand catching him, the Paladin’s healing magic quickly coursing through him. He tried his best to save Simon, dispelling whatever doubts he still had about Alphonse, but the demon gnawing at his soul relentlessly continued its assault.

Must break… connection! Simon attempted to strip Shabram of his Devil Brands, only to fail. His Deceitful Title prevented him from removing them. His flesh was growing cold, his mind fading away from the psychic assault. He attempted to retaliate with Mindflayer, Ectoplasmer, any spell he thought might work, but they didn’t carry through the soul-connection. 

Simon could only think of one solution to wrench himself free before the creature killed him, and it disgusted him. He had sworn it wouldn’t happen again, but here he was, moments away from another early death and another early end to a reign. 

It couldn’t stop now! He couldn’t let it end now of all times!

No… no other way… Simon cursed. I’m sorry, Shabram. 

He drained her of her lifeforce in a single minute, feasting on his spymistress’ energies.

This time was deliberate murder rather than accidental—something which horrified Simon—yet he felt no screams, no death wail, no echo of a dying soul. He simply tasted the last embers of a fading fire devoid of will, and Casval’s frustration at their link being cut with her death. 

Shabram was already gone before Simon killed her. He could tell. 

He gasped for air upon recovering from his shock, his flesh cold, his vision returning. More than anything, Simon was confused. How did Casval get his hands on Shabram? Since when did he become proficient at soul magic?

A shade covered his face as those questions flooded his mind, which he mistook for Alphonse looking down on him… only to see him and Verdis staring at the clouds with undisguised astonishment. Simon blinked and looked up to the ceiling–

“W–what?“ A still-shocked Simon blinked a few times as he stared at brown rather than blue. “That… that is not a ceiling…”

A stone sky floated above them, casting the forest in its immense shadow.
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  A mountain floated above their heads.

Simon had never seen anything like it. A shining ceiling of dirt and stones kept suspended in the air passed over them, surrounded by clouds produced by huge glowing manaliths. Smaller crystal meteors and spinning rings of air currents so strong that one could see them with the naked eye surrounded and carried it afloat.

It would have been impossible to distinguish this all-impressive miracle from the sky had it not been so close to the ground… yet everyone in Fabliau only had to take a look at the world above to accept a reality most would never have even considered.

Islands could fly.

This was an island of the Kish Sanctuary. Simon couldn’t think of any other explanation for this phenomenon. Only one explanation came to mind for why it would show itself here in Cocagne, in a way that never happened in any previous reign; one which the sight of winged lizards flying down toward the forest swiftly confirmed.

Vouivre had found the Kish Sanctuary.

Simon didn’t know what exact sequence of events caused this disaster, though a myriad of possibilities came to mind. Perhaps naming her in the will directly rather than Casval caused her to spare him, which either changed things dramatically or caused her confrontation with Louis to go slightly differently. He couldn’t help but recall that the Cobweb had stolen books on the Kish Empire from Cocagne’s library, and the fact that Casval had somehow gotten access to Shabram pointed to an equally frightening possibility too…

“What is that?!” Verdis asked in shock, his hands trembling as he seized his bow. “A flying fortress?!”

“It is trouble!” Alphonse warned. “Look!”

His sword pointed at the flying creatures, which had grown close enough that Simon could see the sunlight reflecting on their scales.

Dragons.

These were hardly bigger than wyverns and only distinguishable from their lesser cousins by having forearms separated from their wings, with pinkish-red scales, small horns, and smoke oozing from their nostrils. Simon counted dozens of them flying over the forest, if not a hundred, moving in groups and breathing fire down on the trees below. Their formation immediately reminded Simon of the War Party’s airships bombarding the Berwick Islands.

They intended to incinerate the entire forest and everyone within.

“There’s too many of them!” Verdis shouted, his hands clenching his bow with all of his strength. He was frightened to his core. “This is more dragons gathered in a single place than at any point in history!”

Alphonse immediately took charge. “Simon, Verdis, cover our retreat to the lodge with long-range attacks! I’ll buff you!”

Simon immediately followed the order, blasting the dragons with long-range Ectoplasmer spirits while Verdis mustered his courage and sniped the wyrms with arrows of light. Alphonse shone like a candle in the night, his warm light bathing his allies and empowering them.


Alphonse of Lore’s Aura of Bravery granted you immunity to Terror, Madness, and Charm! You gain resistance against hostile mental-affecting effects!

Alphonse of Lore’s Holy Halo granted your weapons the Darkslayer quality! You will also take less damage from miasma or creatures of the Dark!

Alphonse of Lore’s Heroic Destiny gave you an experience bonus! Your current Class will gain +2% EXP for every level that the current Overlord has over you! This stacks with other experience increasing Perks!



So it was true, Alphonse did gain more experience based on Simon’s Overlord levels, and quite a lot at that. No wonder he progressed so fast!

“Is that Heroic Destiny power a Paladin Perk?” Simon asked Alphonse in between two spells. “I’ve never heard of it!”

“It is not a Perk at all,” Alphonse admitted, much to Simon’s surprise. “It is a spell cast by the Oracle. An extremely high-tier one that can only work on the Paladin. It ties my destiny to the Overlord, which ensures I can both match and cross paths with him.”

Simon bit his tongue as the irony of their situation was utterly lost on Alphonse. “Did you meet the Oracle?”

“Now is not the time!” Alphonse countered, and he was right. A wall of smoke and fire had risen over the horizon.

Simon grit his teeth and focused on his magic, even as his horse ran with all of its strength to the hunting lodge. His powerful Ectoplasmer spells shot a dragon dead, and then another, while Verdis managed to snipe another’s wings in a way that caused the beast to lose control of its flight. Arrows of light surged from another part of the forest with immense speed and precision alongside spells, both slaying one wyrm after another. That had to be Filip’s doing.

“Something’s wrong,” Verdis said with a frown of confusion, “My arrows shouldn’t be capable of piercing a dragon’s scales yet, even a young one, yet they do!”

“Could my Halo be increasing your damage?” Alphonse wondered, though he sounded doubtful himself. “But it should only work against creatures of the Dark, not dragons…”

They were right, these dragons were strangely weak. Maybe Casval and Vouivre were terrors among their kind, but Simon would still have expected more of their kind than dying from a single hit. Dragons were one of the five types of creatures the Endymion army was taught to flee on sight, no matter their age or size. He couldn’t imagine these monsters spreading such terror worldwide.

The flow of experience his Ninja Class received was thin too. While he received a few levels from it, he could tell it was mostly thanks to Alphonse’s Heroic Destiny empowering him.


Level 9 Ninja Perk: Kawarimi I (Active): Body Technique. You can instantly switch places with an inanimate object within five meters of yourself and within your line of sight, such as a log. 



The truth became clear to Simon when he noticed one of the beasts he had slain shrinking as it fell out of the sky, its batlike wings turning into feathered ones like Eole’s, its scales receding into skin…

Kish.

“Those aren’t dragons,” Simon realized. “They’re shifters!”

“I see slave markings on them,” Verdis muttered, his voice heavy with horror. His Hunter Class likely gave him enhanced sight or sharpened accuracy. “They’re slave soldiers.”

The terrible truth sank into Simon’s chest. Vouivre had captured Eole, or at least found a new host for the Two-Tailed Fish, then used it to enslave and twist her people into shock troops.

This was how she had raised an army of dragons in a previous timeline, and why she sought to capture that particular Zodiac Fiend so feverishly; to use its shapeshifting powers to create an army of monsters at her beck and call.

And if everything wasn’t bad enough already, Simon sensed Belzemine attempting to open telepathic contact with him all the way from Frightwall. He had tasked her to stay at the castle to assist Euphemia with the elven investigation and other tasks—ensuring he had a mole in the Church Party the same way Shabram was meant to observe the War Party on his behalf.

“What is it, Agnes?”

Belzemine’s answer carried a heavy sense of concern. “A flying mountain has appeared over Marthrone, alongside a handful of airships, Your Majesty.”

Simon gulped as he dared to ask a question he already knew the answer to. “Is Louis’ airship among them?”

“Yes.”

They allied. Vouivre and the War Party had formed an alliance to take out the Overlord who had tried to set them against each other.

They were doomed.

“Stay at Euphemia’s side and do everything she asks of you,” Simon ordered Belzemine. There was still a slim chance they could hold on and turn back the tide.

A great whistle echoed through the woods, and all of its trees shuddered. A cacophony of noise and shrieks followed, alongside a tide of fur and feathers. Manticores, griffins, and all sorts of birds arose from the woods and took to the sky to fight the dragons. They swarmed Vouivre’s slaves, claws clashing against talons.

“It’s Dad!” Verdis rejoiced.

Simon spotted movement to his left, followed by a flash of silver. Filip appeared atop his silver wolf mount, with Thalas in full Berserker garb riding at his back. His axe was red with Kish blood.

“Verdis, Lord Alphonse!” Filip called out to his son in relief. “Thank the Light, you are alive!”

Obviously, neither he nor Thalas showed the same relief for Simon—his half-brother even looked vaguely disappointed to see him alive—but it was the thought that counted.

“I assume this disaster is not part of this Grand Hunt?” Alphonse asked Filip.

“I’m afraid not,” Filip replied with a scowl. “My birds informed me that these creatures are laying siege to all of Fabliau from a fortress atop that floating rock. Princess Norbelle has already summoned her Eidolons to repel them.”

“This is just as our father’s will warned us,” Simon replied. “Gargauth left heirs.”

Alphonse’s eyes widened in shock. “Gargauth?!”

“So what?” Thalas sneered. “We’ll send them to join their sire soon enough.”

“But why attack Fabliau?” Verdis protested. “Do they want Mother’s Crestone?”

They want me, Simon realized. They had somehow managed to use Shabram’s brand-powered connection to him to track down the hidden Overlord who sought to set them up against each other. Casval’s attack on him right before the general assault on the capital pointed that way. They must think I was trying to build a power base here. 

Alphonse reached a similar conclusion, though for very different reasons. “The enemy struck Prince Simon with a spell during the attack’s opening volley, and specifically ensured he couldn’t teleport either from what I could see when I tried healing him,” he said. “I think they are targeting anyone associated or allied with the Magnos family.”

Filip glared at Simon and Thalas. “I knew allying with your kind was a terrible idea…”

“As if you had any other choice,” Thalas replied with a snort. “You would have been ashes without Mot–”

“We are under attack!” Simon snapped back. “There is no time for arguments!”

Thalas glared at him with murder on his mind. “Don’t you dare speak to me that way, basta–”

Simon didn’t let him finish. “If Norbelle summoned her Eidolons to defend herself, then the situation is serious! Do you want to watch our sister die?!”

“N-no, of course not!” Thalas grit his teeth, his cheeks flushing red at Simon’s uncharacteristic backtalk. “There’s no way these scaled chumps can take out Norbelle!”

As if on cue, a peregrine falcon dove down and landed on Filip’s arm at phenomenal speed.

“Assassins! Assassins!” it shrieked at Filip. “The Queen’s palace is under attack! The Queen calls for help, Your Majesty!”

Simon’s blood froze in his veins, while Verdis and his father paled in horror. “What?!” the crown-prince asked, having apparently understood the falcon. “We must save Mother!”

“Do you still have your emergency teleportation gem?” Filip asked his son, who immediately brought the aforementioned crystal from his pocket. “Prince Thalas, Lord Alphonse…” He scowled in annoyance at the mere idea of being forced to ask him for help. “Prince Simon… my wife is under attack at the royal castle and requires assistance. Will you lend it to me?”

“Yes, of course!” Alphonse replied with hesitation, while both Simon and Thalas nodded, the latter a bit more grudgingly than the former.

“I’ll come with you!” Verdis declared, though his father immediately shot the proposal down.

“No, Verdis. You are too low-level, and Cocagne cannot afford the risk of losing its entire royal family here.” Filip searched the pouches on his belt and brought out a teleportation gem slightly different from Verdis’ own. “This one will take you to a safehouse outside the city. Call upon the noble houses of Cocagne and rally them here.”

“But Father–”

“You will do as I say!” Filip snapped at his son. “You will do your duty!”

“He’s right,” Simon told Verdis. “We need all the bodies we can throw at this disaster.”

Verdis looked ready to argue, but having both his father and friend insist on the same thing earned his reluctant acceptance. “I’ll be back soon,” he promised upon trading Filip’s teleport stone for his own. “Stay safe.”

He vanished in a flash of light, leaving the group alone. “Since you cannot teleport away, Prince Simon, you will need to join us the long way,” Filip said with a scowl. He appeared more concerned for his wife than happy to leave Simon stranded. “I will call a griffin to carry you.”

Simon clenched his jaw. He couldn’t teleport away, and though he had an idea how to bypass the issue, it skirted some lines. He guessed he could make an exception considering how utterly terrible the situation had gotten… for Remedia’s sake…

“Wait a second,” Simon said, closing his eyes and joining his hands into a false prayer pose. “I may have a Prayer that can do the job.”

“Agnes?” he asked through telepathy.

“Your Majesty?”

Here goes nothing… “Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she replied immediately, without emotion.

“Then, as Overlord and lawful ruler of Endymion, I officially declare us husband and wife.” Simon cleared his throat and began to utter a false Prayer out loud. “Oh Light of the ancients, I beseech you, take this affliction away from your loyal son! Lovestruck Vow!”

Anchor status transferred by Lovestruck. 

Simon couldn’t believe it worked. Lovestruck only needed true acceptance from both parties and a veneer of legal recognition, as far as he could tell.

“It is done, I think,” Simon replied.

While Thalas scowled at his half-brother with skepticism and Alphonse simply nodded, neither Filip nor his mount appeared convinced.

“He was faking it,” Filip’s wolf companion said with a growl, squinting at Simon. “And I am sure he can understand me. He could hear Speedy’s message too.”

Simon struggled to keep a straight face, only for Filip to let it slide. “It doesn’t matter,” the Ranger said, releasing his falcon and raising his teleportation gem. “So long as he helps us save Remedia.”

That… that was surprisingly mature from him. Simon found himself respecting Filip a little more. I think I see why Remedia considers him a good man…

The forest vanished in a flash of light, replaced by a room of stone with an aerial view of the city… or so it looked, until Simon realized it was supposed to be one of the palace’s halls, and that its wall had been shattered.

The scene of carnage around them was only matched by the chaos in the sky. All around them were craters filled with corpses, most of them masked men and kish with the occasional Wildguard or broken golem among them.

Meanwhile, a cataclysmic battle was taking place outside the palace. The Phoenix was dueling Vouivre in an aerial fight that set the heavens ablaze, while Azulbolla had encircled the flying mountain floating over the Fabliau region. A group of wyvern and dragon riders harassed the Eidolon, led by a gilded figure atop a blazingly fast, golden manticore of enormous proportions.

Dassein and his warbeast-riding corps.

Since Norbelle channeled him, Azulbolla was at a lower level than Dassein, but an Eidolon remained an army of its own. The creature was holding its own against the Rider and his aerial riding corps, even as Dassein and his mount smashed into the serpentine dragon’s face with the force of a comet behind it.

The Phoenix, however, was clearly struggling against Vouivre. The Eidolon breathed flames that Simon had witnessed blow up airships, only for them to wash off Vouivre’s scales without inflicting any damage. Vouivre retaliated with a tornado spell that erupted from her claws and pushed the Phoenix back, then tackled the bird against the floating island. She grabbed it by the throat and dragged its face across the stone with casual ease. The holy bird of Cocagne’s talons couldn’t do so much as scratch the wyrm.

Simon knew the battle’s outcome was already decided; it was merely a question of how long it would last. Surviving the civil war and enslaving the Kish had only made her deadlier and crueler.

She improves as quickly as Alphonse, Simon realized. He wasn’t sure if Vouivre had an exp boosting Perk or was simply extremely adaptive, but the fact Louis had always failed to put her down for good and that she kept making comebacks across the reigns spoke volumes about the danger she represented. She will catch up to Louis and Euphemia if I don’t put her down early enough.

“Beware!” Alphonse warned his allies, his sword of light shining in his hands. “I sense something foul and vile from the throne room! An archfiend, or maybe even the Overlord itself!”

Simon had sensed it too, and he knew Alphonse’s guess was half-correct. He had already faced that aura of overwhelming darkness often enough in the past to recognize it.

A Zodiac Fiend.

Could they take that thing on? He had the Paladin and Ranger on his side, with the former having a clear advantage over archfiends, and Simon knew from experience that Thalas was no slouch… but he wouldn’t be able to reveal his true Overlord power for risk of the alliance falling apart.

The best he could do was to play along and only reveal his true Class should the situation become desperate enough, like in the fight with Exodeos.

“I smell Remedia with them,” Filip’s wolf-mount warned his rider.

“There’s no time to waste!” Filip declared, his wolf-mount outright pulverizing the hall’s walls on his way to the throne room. The rest of the group chased after him, with Simon lagging behind even with Ninja’s Agility boost. Everyone cast buffs on themselves, with Simon applying Lightspeed, Shadowshield, and Energumen to bolster himself.

They found corpses everywhere they walked, mostly intruders that had been torn apart by golems or spells. Simon thought they were War Party soldiers… until he spotted a few familiar fetches among the corpses, all of them still smiling as they faded into snow.

The Cobweb.

Renal was right, the spiders did come to pick him and the Lion up. Had those bastards set this battle up by supplying information on the Sanctuary to Vouivre in the hope of engineering this destruction, or had they fully allied with the other side? Either possibility disgusted him.

The aura of darkness only grew stronger as they approached the throne room, whose columns had all collapsed. The Wildguard had fought to the last man to protect it, and yet their best hadn’t been enough. All that remained of them were corpses spread among burning ashes, acid puddles, and craters.

The wall separating the throne hall from the council room had vanished behind a thick wall of darkness. An orb of shadow crackling with magic had swallowed it alongside the chamber where the Lion was entombed.

A monstrous parody of a dragon stared at it intently.

The creature was huge enough to hold a human in its palm, with red scales dripping with fresh blood and crimson wings. His hindfeet ended in hooves, and his tail was that of an enormous fish, while his familiar horns had been twisted into those of a black goat. The dragon had changed, yet Simon recognized his twice-murderer instantly.

Casval. Or rather, what he had become.

“It shouldn’t take this long,” the demon-dragon grumbled. “It’s two of us and a spare vessel against one of those detestable heroes. It shouldn’t take them this long to kill that witc–” His head snapped behind him, having either sensed Alphonse or Simon himself. “Mmm, more victims?”

Simon immediately spotted a teal miasma crystal bearing the Goatfish’s emblem encrusted in the dragon’s forehead, right above a set of four eyes, but his own gaze wandered to a smaller, frailer shape lurking in the dragon’s shadow. A frailer, familiar figure with fish-wings, a gem glowing in her chest, and a slave collar that Casval held by a leash like a dog.

“Allow me to introduce myself, friends.” The word that escaped Casval’s mouth was uttered with mocking, demonic scorn. “I am Casval, the Painbringer, and this is my beloved minion: Eole, the Voice of Mutation.”

First, Simon felt horror, and then undying fury.

“You will die for this, Casval,” Simon promised, magic crackling in his fingers as his allies readied their weapons. “I promise you that.”

The dragon smiled like a crocodile, his fangs glistening behind his reptilian lips as the crystal on his forehead radiated an evil gloom.

“Is that a promise, Deceiver?”
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  Space bent around them as a cloud of miasma swallowed the throne room. 

Simon had already experienced an Abyssal Domain when fighting Exodeos, but this one behaved a bit differently. Reality shifted, the walls and ceiling of the throne room fading away into a greenish, magical thunderstorm that stretched across an endless horizon. The ground became a platform floating amidst raw, primeval chaos. Each lightning bolt echoed with a scream in a murderous cacophony. 


Casval-Nodens, the Painbringer, has trapped you in his Abyssal Domain! All teleportation effects are negated! Casval-Nodens’ attacks will pierce through all elemental resistances!



Simon had read that what separated demons from true archfiends was the latter’s ability to create an Abyssal Domain, a private demiplane that granted them extraordinary advantages and trapped their victims inside. Exodeos had been too weakened by his long imprisonment to fully manifest his own, but Casval had bonded long enough with his demon to manifest its full power. 

Nonetheless, all of Simon’s allies were trained fighters and reacted in kind. Alphonse and Thalas immediately charged at the enemy to get into melee range, while Simon and Filip moved to the sides; the former so he could cast offensive spells, the latter so he could aim his arrows at the enemy. 

Moving the fastest, Thalas quickly closed the gap with Casval and attempted to smash him with his axe. The dragon extended his wings and took flight, dodging at the last second and pulling the leashed Eole with him. Thalas immediately gave pursuit by jumping after them, but Casval quickly pointed at him. A crackling bolt of lightning erupted from his claw and struck Thalas in midair, the blast pushing back to the ground below. 

Eole herself opened her mouth and began to sing, her bewitching voice echoing through the Domain. It was a beautiful and sorrowful song that would have melted the hearts of those who listened. 

A pity nobody did. 


Charm negated by Indomitable Crown & Aura of Bravery!



Casval grunted in annoyance and flapped away Filip’s arrows of light with a wing, then shrugged off Simon’s Petrify and Countdown spells—either having an ailment immunity of some kind or sufficient power to ignore the effects. The demon dragon incanted another spell of his own, the air crackling with magic.

“Hurricane!”

A mighty wind rose from nowhere and shaped a tornado into existence. A storm swallowed the entire Domain, sending Simon flying into the air and upward. Thalas managed to anchor himself to the ground with his axe, and Filip’s wolf-mount did the same with his claws, while Alphonse’s defensive buffs shielded him. 

“Simon!” The Paladin called to him, his voice muffled by the tornado. 

Simon himself cursed as he flew uncontrollably across the Domain, flying stones hitting him in the face and the chest. He continued to ascend upward without any control over his flight. He briefly considered opening his Inventory and put on one of his elemental rings to protect himself, but that would have given himself away to his allies. He had to avoid using suspicious abilities for now. 

Worse, the leashed Eole had begun to target his immobilized allies on the ground with ice spear projectiles. Thalas and Alphonse both managed to deflect the projectiles with their weapons, but Filip and his wolf took a few bloody wounds from the impacts. 

“You have become predictable, Deceiver,” Casval taunted Simon from the eye of the storm, his voice carrying through the wind. “Your plot to have my sister and Mithras’ future vessel fight to the death was painfully transparent. You should change schemes more often.” He quickly turned towards Simon’s allies. “Do you know he is the Overlord in disguise?”

Thalas’ scornful laughter rang louder than the storm. “Him?!” he mocked Casval, before shattering a piece of the earth with his axe and then tossing the rock at the dragon with such strength that it shattered on impact. “He is the runt of House Magnos!”

“Your lies cannot deceive us, demon!” Alphonse replied, turning to Filip. “Can you bring him down?!”

“I will try!” The Ranger replied, his bow shining with power. “Inescapable Shot!”

The arrow he fired was more akin to a shooting star than any solid projectile. It pierced through the walls of wind faster than lightning, then deviated from its course when Casval attempted to fly out of the way. It struck the dragon in the chest hard enough to break past his scales and draw black, demonic blood. 

Sensing his chance, Simon used a Hellfire blast to propel himself the best he could through the storm, the same way he tried to escape Mastemo’s pit trap in the previous reign. He moved closer to Casval, then threw a shuriken at him. The unimpressed dragon ignored the tiny projectile and retaliated by breathing unholy green flames at him. 

That was a mistake.

Simon switched places with the shuriken thanks to his Ninja’s Kawarimi Technique, dodging the dragon’s breath and reappearing right in front of Casval. His shocked foe hastily folded his wings to protect himself from the inevitable attack, but Simon aimed his Mire spell at a different target.

He blasted Eole’s leash and dissolved it in corrosive poison. 

She rewarded him by summoning a trident and blasting him with a blue-white ray of cold air and ice. It struck him in the chest, the chill reaching all the way to his heart and freezing the blood in his veins. 

That hurt.


Heavy Frost damage! Frostbite ailment!

Frostbite transferred by Lovestruck!



Argh, the leash was merely cosmetic! Eole’s slave collar had to be what kept her under Vouivre and Casval’s control! Simon attempted to use Kawarimi to switch places with it, but failed. He guessed the technique only worked on unanchored objects. 

“Throw me at them!” Alphonse shouted at Thalas, who moved to lift him as if he were lighter than a feather. 

“Aim for the collar!” Simon shouted at his allies, though he could feel the ice in his lungs. He hoped that Filip would at least hear him over the wind. “He can’t control her without it!”

“Minion Eole, twist them!” Casval ordered in response. 

Eole swung her trident and rained down aurora beams onto everyone present. Simon already knew it wouldn’t do anything—having suffered from it in a previous reign—and couldn’t dodge anyway, while all his allies were struck one after another. Thalas dropped Alphonse before he could throw him, and Filip’s wolf howled to the winds. 

Simon sensed the Two-Tailed Fish’s sorcery attempt to reshape and transform him, only to bounce off the inviolate armor of the Overlord spirit. 


Polymorphy attempt negated by Unyielding Essence.

Charm attempt negated by Indomitable Crown.



Alphonse’s Holy Fortitude let him shrug off Eole’s magic, but Filip… the beam struck him and his mount, causing them to scream and growl in shared pain. A hideous transformation unfolded, the Ranger’s legs merging with his companion’s back into a grotesque amalgamation of flesh and sinew. They began to shed their skin and fur like a snake did its scales. 

“Your Majesty!” Alphonse immediately rushed to Filip’s side and attempted to heal him with a Cleanse prayer. The Ranger Crestone shone brightly on the King Consort’s chest, its light fighting the unholy sorcery taking hold of its user.  

Simon could only pray that the Paladin’s own prayers would be enough when another problem reared its ugly head. Thalas had also begun to transform, growling as his fingers began to meld together into a single tentacle. 

“Magic Erase–” Thalas attempted to cast, only for him to drop his axe and wriggle on the ground in his struggle. His tongue had turned into a snake. “Argh…”

Don’t do it, you fool, Simon hoped in his heart of hearts. Anything but that. 

“Primal…” Thalas rasped with a reptilian hiss. “Regression!” 

A wave of power strong enough to repel the hurricane’s winds erupted from Thalas. He shed his Berserker garb as his body doubled in size, undoing the transformation and changing from a squid into a musclebound paragon of shame coated in a crimson aura. His white irises looked around with mind-numbing fury, searching for prey.

His gaze settled on Simon.

Simon barely had time to Kawarimi with a flying rock as a comet of muscle barely missed him. Thalas had jumped over a dozen meters in the air in an attempt to catch him, missing and landing on the ground in a crash. 

“He’s the enemy, you fool!” Simon snapped at his berserk half-brother, who didn’t listen. The man’s sheer grudge guided him to fratricide in his current state. 

Alphonse and Filip weren’t doing any better. The Paladin’s prayers and the Ranger Crestone hadn’t been enough to protect the King-Consort from Eole’s power. He and his wolf had merged into an abominable parody of a skinless centaur of grisly muscles and leaking veins, with Filip’s torso sprouting from his mount’s back. He dropped his bow and Crestone alike, then attempted to mow down Alphonse with bone-blades extended from his forearms.

“Your Majesty!” Alphonse shouted as he parried the attacks with his sword in a vain attempt to reason with the monster. “Fight it!”

Casval himself laughed heartily at the spectacle. “See?!” he taunted Simon while holding his stomach. “My minions are better than yours!”

Simon tried to find a way to get Thalas off his back as his half-brother prepared to jump at him again. He looked up to Casval and quickly came up with something. 

“You cannot win, Mardok!” Casval said as he incanted another spell. “Unlike you, I have found true friends who stand by my side! A sister that finally respects me, a brotherhood of darkness who welcomes me, and a shining star to guide my path!”

“Respect you?” Simon couldn’t help but laugh in scorn at the sheer absurdity of his enemy’s response. “You are always one mistake away from being eaten, Casval! You have obtained an archdemon’s power, and yet you remain your sister’s slave!”

“Crushing Wheel!”

Acting quickly, he activated Devil’s Arm and grabbed the dragon’s tail. He pulled himself closer to Casval while dodging some kind of summoned, screaming fire wheel Casval had thrown his way. 

“What was that meant to–” Casval asked, only to notice the giant form leaping their way. “Oh.”

A frothing Thalas missed Simon by an inch and tackled Casval instead. 

The sheer force of the impact threw Simon back, and the Berserker’s touch abruptly cancelling out all of Casval’s magical effects. The hurricane died out in an instant, calling Simon to the ground. He somewhat managed to soften his landing with a Hellfire blast… for about a second before Eole struck him from a blind spot and impaled him with her icy trident. 


Heavy frost damage!



She nailed Simon to the floor while Casval and Thalas brawled in the sky above. The trident sank into his paper-thin Ninja garb and dug into his flesh. His poisonous blood melted the ice at the edges, but not enough to destroy the weapon.

Simon grit his teeth and drained life from his cows to regenerate, then exploited the opportunity. He activated Devil’s Arm again, grabbed her slave collar, and then followed through with a Mire spell. 

That vile parody of a necklace melted between his fingers, and Eole’s eyes lit up with consciousness. She blinked in confusion and looked around aimlessly. 

“Eole, Two-Tailed Fish of the Zodiac,” Simon rasped as he grabbed her trident and forced it back. She was too shaken to resist. “I know you’re both in there, merged as one.”

Asterion had warned him that the Zodiac Fiends weren’t necessarily allied, though only Mardok went out of his way to sabotage the others. A possessed Casval wouldn’t need to enslave Eole if both their demons shared the same goals, and Simon had helped the Kish escape slavery and go back to her peoples’ Sanctuary. 

There was a chance for an alliance. 

“Return King Filip to normal, and let’s put down the dragon together,” Simon said after rising to his feet. “Then we can free the Kish people from Vouivre and her cohorts.”

The possessed Eole glanced at the chaos around them. While Alphonse entirely focused on dodging or blocking Filip’s strikes, Casval was trying—and failing—to get Thalas off him. The dragon’s spells failed to pierce past Primal Regression, and the Berserker continued to punch and bite his enemy even as he breathed unholy fire at him. The tide could yet turn. 

Eole stared back at Simon, seemed to briefly recognize the man who had freed her, and considered his words. Simon’s pulse quickened with hope…

Then it died in a flash of anger.

“No,” Eole said, her beautiful voice tainted by demonic majesty. She flapped her fin-wings and flew up in an instant. “No, Mardok, I don’t think I will help you.”

She snapped her fingers, and ice spears flew at everyone. 

Simon was quick enough to dodge and the magical projectiles bounced off Thalas’ skin, but Alphonse was struck in the back and Casval in the left eye, blinding him on that side. Eole spared her thrall alone from her assault, and the monstrous Filip used the opportunity to hack past Alphonse’s guard and cut him in the shoulder. The Paladin briefly repelled him by striking him with a Starshot spell to the chest, then healed his wounds with a prayer. 

“I remember your lies, how you turned my own subjects and husband against me!” the possessed Eole snapped at Simon while repairing her damaged trident with her magic. “I won’t let you bite me again, viper! You and our sister’s thralls will both pay for their treachery, and I will free the Kish from you all!” 

“I am not Mardok!” Simon argued in vain. “He’s dead! I’m Simon!”

“Then why do you hide who you are?!” Eole pointed her trident at Simon. “Water Cycle!”

A wave of water struck Simon in the blink of an eye and swallowed him in a swirling current. He didn’t even have time to react when the liquid suddenly turned to ice, freezing him in a chilly prison that then swiftly exploded into steam. The impact was so strong that it cancelled his Ninja outfit and seared his skin to the bone. 


Heavy Water, Frost, and Fire damage!

Ninja Crestone shattered!



Simon grunted in pain. He drained his cows to heal his wounds, but he could tell he was exhausting his herd at a frightening pace. The animals’ lifeforce was meager compared to that of Class users like Shabram or his Darkwood monsters. 

“Eole, stop… I’m not going to fight or hurt you.” Simon pleaded with his friend, until he realized he had one way to make her listen. He opened his Inventory and pulled out a small item he had routinely held onto across the reigns. 

A small, red feather. 

Eole pitilessly pointed her trident at his head, magic crackling in it, yet her resolve wavered when she saw the feather. Memories—her Kish memories rather than those of the demon she had merged with—flooded her mind.

“Do you remember now, Eole?” Simon asked her. “I freed you from Frightwall, let you go… you said you owed me a debt of gratitude… you gave this to me so we could meet again as friends one day.”

“I…” Eole gulped, her arm weaker as her natural goodness and duty clashed with her inner demon’s rage. “I… I do not…”

A blade of light chopped her head off her shoulders. 

Time seemed to freeze for Simon as he watched Eole’s skull roll and fall down onto the ground, miasma surging from her body and retreating back into the cursed gem in her chest. Her wings shifted from fins back to the beautiful feathers, her scales faded into smoke, and her knees gave way. Her corpse collapsed onto the ground with a faint thump that sounded so terribly heavy to Simon’s ears. 

He stared up at his knight in shining armor, his mind numb of thoughts as it struggled to process the situation. 

“I thought…” Alphonse muttered in sorrow and disappointment, his blade red with Eole’s blood. “I thought it would lift His Majesty’s curse…”

It didn’t. Filip was still a monster galloping their way, and all his mistress’ death had done was enrage him. 

“There’s… no way to do so now,” Simon replied grimly. If the shifters retained their current appearance centuries after the Two-Tailed Fish’s sealing, then Filip’s condition was likely incurable outside of Mastemo’s elixir. 

And he didn’t care to try to save the Ranger anymore. Eole’s sudden, abrupt death had snuffed out all his emotions. 

Alphonse had meant well, war was war, and Eole’s demise would no doubt cripple Vouivre’s army… but all those reasonable thoughts were drowned out in numbness and grief. Simon had once again failed to save Eole, and it gnawed at him. 

He was so absorbed in his guilt and sorrow that he barely sensed Belzemine’s death rippling through her brands from across half a world over. Whether it had been Louis who slew her, or Lauriane, or a Silk or whatever forces they assembled to take Frightwall, he likely would never know. All that mattered was that she died a slave, just like Eole. It was just one final stab in the back after a cavalcade of them. 

How could it have gone so wrong? How could changing one name on a will have caused such a disaster?  

It was only when he heard a dragon’s roar that Simon jolted back to awareness. He looked up to see that Casval had managed to free himself from Thalas by throwing the Berserker off him and into the void beyond the platform. Whether that would kill Thalas or simply incapacitate him didn’t matter to Simon. A strong and familiar emotion swelled in his heart when he saw the heavily wounded Casval land on the ground with a dislocated wing. 

Hatred. 

This reign was already lost. There was no way he would survive long with Louis, Vouivre, and the Cobweb all fighting together with knowledge of his identity. All he could do was save Remedia, grab as many levels and take as many heads as he could, and murder that cursed dragon. 

“Alphonse,” Simon said with a dead, cold voice, his choice made. 

The Paladin froze. “Yes?”

“Whatever happens now, I swear that I am on your side,” Simon replied as he activated his Nightveil and cloaked himself in shadows. “Put Filip to rest. I’ll kill the dragon.”

He put on his Overlord armor beneath the cloak of shadows, then activated his Ring of Strength for Speed. 

Sixty points were suddenly added to his Agility score, increasing his speed even more than what he could achieve as a hastened Ninja. He crossed the gap with Casval in the blink of an eye and struck him with an Ectoplasmer blast to the face that caused the dragon to reel. 

“Iron Maiden!” Casval cast, a coffin of steely spikes appearing right behind Simon. It closed on empty air as he dodged and retaliated with Night Raid. A swarm of bats assaulted Casval and engorged themselves on his open wounds.

Meanwhile, realizing he had no choice left, Alphonse finally struck back against the possessed Filip and cut him in half in a single stroke of his sacred blade. He quickly cast Haste on himself and moved to rejoin Simon. 

Roaring, Casval gathered his breath and unleashed his fire at Simon. He tried to outrun the unholy flames, then summoned an Impwall when he realized he couldn’t. A thick, living barrier of tiny imps appeared to take the blow for him. Most were incinerated in an instant, but Simon survived the weakened blast with only slight burns.

The hastened Alphonse caught up to them and jumped at Casval, driving his sword into the dragon’s chest. Simon supported him by casting Mire and melting Casval’s scales with toxins so that his ally’s sacred blade had an easier time reaching his heart.

Casval screamed in pain, his crystal oozing miasma whose shadows clashed with the light of Alphonse’s sword. “Phantom Pain!”

A teal aura of pure, distilled pain erupted from the Goatfish crystal. 

It struck both Alphonse and Simon, setting their nerves ablaze. The Paladin’s wail was deafening, and the horrible surge of pain brought Simon to his knees. The suffering reached past his body and into his very mana system, torturing his very essence with invisible knives and spiritual blades. 


Massive Soul damage!



The Goatfish was flaying their souls. 

“Do you feel that, Deceiver?” Casval slapped a screaming Alphonse off him with his tail. “I had so much pain inside me for all of my life… and I cannot wait to share it with you.”

There was no word to describe the pain. This was the bath of acid in Frightwall’s trap room, being incinerated by Vouivre’s flames, the emotional distress of losing Anna, Cassandra, and all those he loved, every single painful memory he had distilled into a single moment of absolute torture. 

And it still wasn’t enough. 

“You know nothing of pain, Casval,” Simon rasped. Such a word meant little to one who had died nearly fifteen times. “Mindflayer!”

He shared his pain back with Casval tenfold. 

Simon poured all of his dark thoughts, all his resentment, all of his pain and sorrow into his psychic attack, even drawing on the feelings produced by Phantom Pain. The blast brought Casval to his knees, the dragon wriggling on the ground, clutching his head hard enough to crush a man with ease. Simon could sense the amalgamation of his spirit melded with the demon inside him wailing inside his skull, which only encouraged him. 

“Oh… is that it?” Simon taunted him as he flayed Casval’s mind layer by layer. “You can give the pain, but you can’t take it?”

“Mercy…” Casval and the demon rasped with a single voice. “M-mercy…”

“Death is your only mercy, Casval.” Lightning crackled in Simon’s fingers. “Hellthunder!”

He aimed at the wound in Casval’s chest and where Alphonse’s sword was still stuck, using the blade as a lightning rod. His crimson bolts coursed all the way to the dragon’s exposed heart and fried it. 

“Do you understand now, at the end of all things?” Simon asked Casval as he blasted his heart with Hellthunder again and again and again, until his heart was melting inside his ribs. “You may be a dragon and a demon both, but I?” 

Simon poured all of his malice into his final Hellthunder. 

“I am power!!”

He shocked Casval to death in a final burst of lightning, frying his heart and flaying his soul. His Domain shattered with his last feeble string of life, and a grim pleasure soon washed away Simon’s pain. 


Level 53 Overlord Perk: Lord of the Demon Castle VI (Active): You are immediately aware of the location of anyone stepping inside your Demon Castle, and you can scry at any place within its confines so long as you are inside it.

Level 54 Overlord Perk: Devil Brand VI (Active): You can mark willing targets with the Brand of Wrath, allowing them to transform into powerful demonic creatures at the cost of burning through their lifespan. The branded are bound to obey your orders, at the risk of losing control of their transformation on refusal. 

Level 55 Overlord Perk: Deathmastery V (Active): You can infuse inanimate objects with souls bound in your miasma gems or spirits enslaved to your will, granting them will and unusual properties. 



Casval’s death healed his wounds, but the joy his death provided Simon was only a mere reprieve. Simon looked around as the Domain shattered into pieces, finding himself facing a giant wall of scales… 

“Spacetime Anchor,” he heard Vouivre cast. 


Anchor status. You can no longer teleport. 



They were back in the throne room. Alphonse was unconscious, Thalas was back—but still a maddened hulk—and they were surrounded from all sides. War Party dragon riders, Vouivre, and a slightly wounded, mountless Dassein were here. 

“Loser,” was all Vouivre had to say to her brother’s corpse. 

“Lay down your arms, Thalas!” Dassein called out to his brother, who simply roared back. “Don’t force me to kill you!” 

Simon knew it was over. He had exhausted his cow herd, he was trapped in a room full of high level enemies with an unconscious Alphonse and an enraged Thalas, and cut from teleportation. Vouivre and Dassein’s presence meant Norbelle’s Eidolons had been defeated too, if not Norbelle herself. 

All he could do was to go down fighting.

He still took a moment to look at what remained of the council room. Its Domain had collapsed on itself, leaving smoking ruins. Silk’s blasted corpse lay on the ground, next to a smoking Crab miasma crystal. A faceless, shifting shadow—someone else also using Nightveil, almost certainly the Rogue—stood as the only victor. In one hand was a golden miasma crystal bearing the Lion’s emblem. 

In the other was Remedia’s severed head. 

“Do you know what her third wish was, Simon of Endymion?”

The shadow spoke using Remedia’s voice, to further twist the knife. 

“Make me happy, Simon,” the Nightveiled assassin mocked him with her laughter, a sharp saber materializing in place of the Lion crystal. “Make me happy, my Overlord.”

Simon struck the monster with Ectoplasmer in a final hail of defiance right before Vouivre and a hail of spells blasted him from all sides. 

He went down fighting to the bitter end. 

  

    
        Chapter 117: The Overlord of Crime (1)

    
    
    
    
  All that effort, all that pain, all to be brought back to the beginning. Back to the Crimson Throne. 

Simon could feel its contempt at letting his enemies organize into a coalition against him, but to his surprise, it didn’t laugh or mock him. If anything, the Crimson Throne’s spirit appeared to revel in the hatred it sensed from its Overlord. 

For a brief time, Simon had been happy and looking forward to the future… yet all those hopes had burned to ashes along with Remedia’s throne room.

Only spite remained. 


This is the seventeenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Mageling.

The Mageling: You worked hard to cover one of your glorious Class’ few limits, and that must be encouraged. The cost of your miasma spells is halved. 



The fact that the Crimson Throne could provide a Title almost as strong as a core Mage Class Perk was quite the show of dominance, and rather frightening. The fact that it seemed willing to incentivize covering the Overlord's weaknesses, even more so. Would Simon’s successor receive a more finetuned version of his Class than the current one? The Overlord spirit looked determined to evolve and improve over time into an unstoppable symbol of evil and terror. 

At least it didn’t mock him over his affair with Remedia or put more salt on his wounds. The only thing on Simon’s mind was the sight of her severed head, and that shadow’s final words.

“Make me happy, my Overlord.”

The Cobweb would burn for this. 

There was little doubt in Simon’s mind that shadow was the Prince of Spiders himself. Could they have stolen Remedia’s memories and learned of her final wish? The Rogue Class could steal spells after all, so maybe it could take memories too? That, or they had managed to spy on Simon’s coupling with the queen somehow.

Either way, that last taunt had sealed their doom. 

“He’ll die,” were the first words that came out of Simon’s mouth when he awakened in his bedroom once again. “I swear to the Light and the Dark. He’ll die for that.”

The Prince of Spiders called himself the Overlord of the criminal world, but he was wrong. He was a bug for the real Overlord to crush underfoot, and Simon would prove it soon enough. For Remedia, for Eole, and for himself. 

Too often, the Cobweb had betrayed and impaired him. They had directly and indirectly cost him many reigns, and their interest in the Zodiac Fiends made them a threat rather than just a hindrance. Simon was now convinced he would only find peace of mind once he had learned how to wipe them out like he did with the Oracle’s elven conspiracy. 

First, I need to find out how that disaster happened, Simon thought as he joined his hands. What’s the anomaly?

The answer seemed clear to him: Casval. 

Casval was alive, when his sister usually slew him when Simon named him in the will; either because she hoped to claim the Overlord Class herself, or because the imperial parties’ hunt for her brother had made him a liability.

She didn’t kill him last reign because Louis went straight for her rather than her brother, Simon thought. He must have guessed the will was forged when she failed to use the Overlord Class during their confrontation… at which point they probably hammered out an alliance that Simon inadvertently strengthened by helping the Church Party push their rivals into a corner.

Since he wasn’t a walking liability anymore, Vouivre then spared Casval, and not having to deal with the War Party’s offensive meant she had more time to build her power base. She likely commissioned the Cobweb to find information on the kish, learned of their Sanctuary or hints of its existence, and then located it. She and the War Party enslaved the locals, Eole included, and Casval ended up possessed by the Goatfish. Louis guessed Shabram was working for another side, the Cobweb joined their coalition for a chance at revenge against Simon’s interferences in Cocagne and an opportunity to recover the Lion crystal, and then those three groups coalesced into a united front that tracked down the Overlord thanks to his spy’s Devil Brand.

I can only push things so far until my enemies realize they’re being set up by an outside force, Simon guessed. Naming Casval in the will is the best way to ensure Louis and Vouivre come to blows without reaching an understanding.

Speaking of Louis… Simon decided to take the opportunity to test one of his new Perks. “Lord of the Demon Castle.”

Simon’s body fell into a state of torpor akin to sleep, his flesh numb, his breath slow. His mind melted away into Frightwall’s walls, his soul settling into the entire castle as if it was his flesh and bones. His consciousness was everywhere and nowhere all at once, a disembodied spirit more akin to a tree spreading its roots than an individual. 

It was such a strange experience. Simon could feel multiple presences at the edge of his senses, like blood flowing through his corridor-veins and food crushed in his hall-bowels. However, he couldn’t perceive all of them at once in this state, no more than any man was completely aware of all their body’s natural functions.

I need to focus to see, Simon thought. He guessed that made sense. Balzam Magnos would never have been taken unaware if he could survey everything inside Frightwall at all times. Let’s see if I can find Louis. 

His otherworldly senses focused until he began to ‘see’ the solarium in Castle Frightwall’s western wing, where Louis invited Simon to look at Marthrone with him. Simon’s spirit grew aware of the room from all sides. The walls and ceiling were his eyes, the windows his ears, allowing him to observe Louis slouching on a divan with a book in his hand. Simon recognized the title—Commerce Emperor—as belonging to a fantasy novel about a Merchant’s adventures in another world. 

Louis Magnos was five minutes fresh from murdering his father in his bed alongside an innocent bystander, and yet here he was, serenely reading a fantasy novel as if nothing had happened. 

There’s something deeply wrong with that man, Simon thought. Something about this situation deeply rattled him. Normal people shouldn't react like this. Nobody is that detached or confident. 

Louis’ head snapped up in an instant with a suspicious frown, spooking Simon into ending the scrying attempt then and there. Had the crown-prince sensed he was being observed? Simon knew from previous reigns that Louis thought his father had survived the assassination attempt, so he might think Balzam was checking on him through divination…

I can see him clearly though, Simon thought. All members of House Magnos owned items protecting them from basic divination, yet Simon could see the crown-prince just fine. Lord of the Demon Castle must allow me to physically see through the stone. 

Simon decided to check on the other big players after that, starting with Euphemia, whom he found asleep in her enormous bed… for above ten seconds until her eyes suddenly snapped open and he had to cut the connection. Checking on High Confessor Mastemo—whom he found writing letters in an office—or Patriate Malphas—who nervously ran circles in his quarters—yielded the same result. All these high-level people seemed astute enough to tell that someone was observing them, likely due to a high Perception Stat or from sheer paranoia. By contrast, Simon ended up watching Thalas snoring in his bed for five minutes without being noticed.

He could scry on people inside Castle Frightwall, but the strongest power players were perceptive enough to notice him watching. Simon guessed he could monitor at least some conspirators undetected in the future. 

How far does this sight extend? Simon melded his consciousness back with Frightwall and explored its confines. He quickly confirmed two things: first of all, he could indeed see anything within the castle’s confines, including nearby tunnels and secret passages, so long as he was aware of its existence. Aware was the keyword here. He needed to be at least a little precise on what he wanted to scry, like ‘Louis’ bedroom’ or ‘the acid room’ to see them. 

Second, Shabram’s previous assertion that the castle’s depths went over eight thousand feet below ground was likely correct. Frightwall was the top of a nail digging deep into the earth below as far as he could tell. 

Show me the bottom, Simon thought, this castle’s deepest pit. 

His consciousness turned to the castle’s lowest depths, below the manatree network and caverns. He saw through dense clouds of miasma into a dark, silent vault where two serpentine statues loomed over a great set of sinister, towering black gates sealed by a thick lock. Darkness still oozed from its cracks, inviting evil into the world of men.

Another gate to the Abyss lurked beneath Frightwall’s foundations. 

Of course the Overlord’s residence was built on top of a portal to Hell, Simon thought as a wild idea crossed his mind. He attempted to reshape Frightwall’s layout to move the gate upward, but it failed in the same way he couldn’t move the Stone Muse’s seal around in the Halls of the Minotaur. 

I cannot move the gate, and rearranging the layout means I must understand where each room is located. Simon considered how to deal with this. Frightwall may take more than one reign to map, even with the Keeper’s help. 

Even then, it didn’t really matter. The gate sat undisturbed eight thousand feet underground. It was of little use or concern to Simon unless it opened up during the Zodiac Parade, and he would be sure to monitor it during that time. Other matters required his attention in the short term. 

He had cobwebs to burn. 



Simon proceeded to settle a few things before his departure from Frightwall.

First of all, he named Casval in the will to ensure the War Party and Vouivre would remain enemies. Second, he claimed a handful of slaves as his inheritance to ensure he could take Belzemine and Eole with him; the former because he needed her for his plan, the latter because… because it would be safer for her. 

Otherwise, he also ran a small test with Shabram and Belzemine in the spymistress’ office; one that took her aback. “You wish to marry us, Your Majesty?”

“It is a mere test,” Simon replied. “One of my Overlord Perks lets me transfer any ailment I’m suffering from to anyone I am legally married or betrothed to, and I wish to test if it can apply it to more than one person. I will divorce you right after.”

Shabram was more amused than anything by the proposal and Belzemine simply went along like she did like last time, with Simon ‘legally’ marrying them by writing it down on a piece of paper. Belzemine then cast the Anchor status on Simon, who tested the transfer effect. 

Issues immediately cropped up. Simon transferred Anchor to Shabram easily enough, but failed to do so with Belzemine. 

“It seems my Perk only recognizes one marriage,” Simon noted. “That’s odd. Can’t I take more than one wife as the Overlord, even on paper?”

“It would likely require an official decree or a considerable shift in marriage institutions,” Shabram guessed. “I’m told Perks can be affected by the people’s perception of their Class. Your Majesty’s power may be constrained by their subjects’ vision of marriage, and the Light’s rites are very clear: a man may only have one official wife.”

Simon grunted in annoyance. She was probably right. Marriage and betrothal were limited to a single couple in most civilized societies, including Endymion. “But why does my power recognize you as my wife, but not Agnes?”

“Because I am a free woman, I would assume,” Shabram replied. “Your power must treat Lady Firewand as a lesser concubine due to her slave status.”

A rather displeasing outcome for many reasons. That also meant Simon probably couldn’t marry one of his cows unless he officially legalized bestiality. So much for that particular brilliant plan. 

“Saddening,” Simon complained. “In that case, I will sign the divorce papers.”

“May I suggest that Your Majesty marry one of my operatives instead?” Shabram suggested, easily smiling at being married and then divorced in less than five minutes. “I can have her be kept in a secure location in the company of healers tasked with dispelling her ailments as soon as they appear.”

Simon nodded, finding the idea quite good. The idea that he might have potentially caused Belzemine’s death by transferring his ailments to her and weakening her against the War Party gnawed at him… alongside another mistake of his. 

“There is something I must warn you about, Shabram,” Simon said. “I can brand individuals with marks granting them various powers, such as eternal youth, shapeshifting, and telepathic communications… at the cost of allowing me to kill the branded person at will.”

“I do not mind taking those brands on,” Shabram replied without hesitation, as she did in many prior reigns. “I am confident Your Majesty will find me more useful alive than dead.”

“I sure shall, but you miss the danger,” Simon replied grimly. Having killed her twice, he wanted to ensure she fully understood what she was signing up for. “I can only remove those brands by killing the wearers, and some of my enemies might strike me through our connection. Should you be captured… I may have no choice but to trigger them.”

Shabram pondered his words, then shrugged off his warnings without much hesitation. “I will bear them with pride.”

“I do not think you fully understand the seriousness of this particular commitment, Shabram.”

“I do. Your Majesty would not inform me of the risks nor offer me the possibility of refusing if they did not value my service.” Shabram smiled at him as she sat on her desk. “I am sure we can work together to ensure I remain free to serve.”

Crafty and loyal, Simon thought. My father chose her well. “I promise you that your service will not go unrewarded,” he swore. “For now, I must leave the castle to gather the power to claim the Crimson Throne in the future. I will need you to arrange my transfer to Valne, and to run a few errands in my absence… and buy some cows while you’re at it.”

Simon proceeded to give Shabram her orders. First of all, he would mark her house as a Dungeon to serve as a hideout should he need to teleport to safety in a pinch. His new ‘wife’ and cow herd would be kept in separate facilities to ensure no enemy could take out all of Simon’s assets in one strike. 

Second, he shared with her the information he had gathered on the Dark Visionary awakening blood ritual, then ordered her to secretly commission both Justine and Duchar to continue those experimentations through intermediaries. Providing Lady Eligos with her prior self’s advancements should cut down on research time, and sending the notes to Duchar ensured Simon had a second opinion on the matter. The warlock usually stonewalled Simon when he tried to give him commands through telepathy without meeting him in person first due to Balzam’s strict guidelines, but surely he would accept a private commission from an anonymous new patron pertaining to his interests…

Third, he told her all about the elf conspiracy and their plot to destroy Frightwall… then ordered them to let them proceed.

“Your Majesty wishes me to let an unprovoked attack on our capital proceed?” Shabram looked slightly shaken by the suggestion. “Are you certain? 

“I am,” Simon replied, though he didn’t relish it. “I am not powerful enough at the moment to wipe out all my enemies inside these walls yet. I must ensure they slaughter and weaken each other while I grow my strength in secret. You will evacuate beforehand and then travel to Telluria to assist the War Party in hunting down Vouivre Ashmodai and her followers.” 

Besides keeping Vouivre, Louis, and the White Unicorn at each other’s throats, this strategy would serve another objective. Back when he first met them in Valne, the Cobweb rushed to make a deal with him once the war increased the demand for magical and cursed items. Simon hoped the promise of supplying them with handcrafted magical objects and knowledge on the Zodiac Fiends would increase his value in the Cobweb’s eyes, at least more than treachery’s rewards for a time. Taking Belzemine away would cause the civil war to start early and in a more violent form, which in turn would increase demand for his Overlord-made goods. 

A great many people would die, but there would likely be fewer victims than if the Cobweb ever unleashed one of the archdemons it sought to weaponize. Simon knew infiltrating the organization would require unflinching acts of cruelty like those he had to perform to complete the Seasonal Key, and while he didn’t relish the thought, he was ready to dirty his hands again if it meant he could eventually strangle the Prince of Spiders to death with them.

Once he knew the bastard’s true identity, it would just be a matter of tracking them down as soon as the reigns began to nip the threat he represented in the bud. Everything would be so much simpler for Simon afterwards, and many innocent lives would be saved. 

“Make me happy, my Overlord.”

He would hold true to that promise, if not in this reign, then in another.



After settling most of his affairs in Frightwall, Simon invited Eole to his room. The memory of her head rolling on the floor filled him with anguish. How many times had he failed to protect her from capture, slavery, and death? Five times? More?

There are so many unseen dangers threatening you, Simon thought grimly as he faced his friend. He had considered convincing her to return to her Sanctuary and warn her people to bunker up, but the mere sight of her convinced him otherwise. I can’t bear to watch you die again. 

What could he do then? Having Shabram lock her up in a secure area away from everyone’s reach? Besides the fact that Eole would hate it and try to escape, the Cobweb had infiltrated Endymion’s power structure deeply enough to learn of Balzam’s death and formed ties with the imperial intelligence agency. If they could sneak agents right under the White Unicorn and the Paladin’s nose, Simon couldn’t rule out the possibility they had plants in his own administration reporting to the Prince of Spiders. 

And neither would it prevent the Cobweb and their allies from eventually locating her homeland…

“Eole,” he said in the kish language, startling her. “There is something you must know.”

This initial discussion had become almost a routine by now. He told her how he was a prophet of the Light with foresight, that the warlord Vouivre sought her to unlock the cursed treasure of the kish people, that she was in league with the Cobweb to traffic shifters… and one new piece of information that shook her to her core.

“Vouivre…” Eole’s pristine skin had become paler than chalk. “Vouivre and the Cobweb know about my people’s floating Sanctuary?”

“They suspect its existence, and when they eventually locate it, they will storm it with airships and unleash the archfiend sealed there.” A scenario that might have happened more than once without Simon’s knowledge. The last reign was the only one where they brought the floating islands down to earth, but they could have been pillaging them for months in earlier reigns for all he knew. “Can your people defend themselves if forewarned?”

“I… no…” Eole covered her mouth, her fingers trembling. “My people… my people haven’t known war in centuries. Our elves and dryads might hold on, but… they will be no match for an army of slavers with Class levels…”

Just as Simon feared. Eole herself was a low-level Songstress and the only one among her people brave enough to venture into the world below. Vouivre and the Cobweb would crush them even without the War Party’s collaboration. 

“I have taken measures to keep Vouivre distracted for now, if not ensure her demise,” Simon tried to reassure her. “I can at least delay her discovery for months.”

That dragon had a nasty tendency to come back stronger from crushing defeats, but Louis managed to expel her from Telluria and force her to focus on her civil war campaign in previous reigns. She had spent the year Simon holed up in the Darkwood trying to conquer the Berwick Islands, Scaland, and Uyo without a shapeshifted dragon army at her back, which suggested she hadn’t found the Sanctuary nor enslaved the Two-Tail Fish in that reign. 

“The Cobweb is another matter,” Simon warned her. “The criminal conspiracy is vast and far-reaching, and its leader’s identity is unknown to me. So long as they remain at large, that overmighty thieves’ guild will bounce back from any setback. I can only think of one way of smoking out that coward: infiltrating their organization, and this…” He sighed. “This will take time.”

Eole anxiously bit her lip. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you have a choice to make, Eole,” Simon replied. “You have a few options. I can grant you the ability to transform into another shifter, which will ensure neither Vouivre nor the Cobweb will realize your true value so long as you keep to yourself. This could let you join the Paladin, or continue your revolutionary work in Telluria, so long as you hide your true nature. I could also ensure arm shipments to your people to prepare themselves for an invasion.”

“That… that won’t be enough.” Eole clenched her fists. “How… how do you intend to infiltrate this Cobweb?”

“By offering them my services and climbing the ranks until I find the spider-in-chief himself.”

Eole met his gaze. “And once you find him?”

Simon’s tightened as much as his jaw. “Then I’ll kill him,” he said, spitting venom with every word, “And I’ll wipe them all out from the face of the earth.”

Silk, the Prince of Spiders, Renal… all of them would pay for their past treachery tenfold. Eole sensed his righteous anger and nodded in assent as she pondered his words. 

“I will neither hide nor run,” Eole decided. “The best way to save my people from slavery is to destroy this evil at the root.”

He had feared she would say that. “Then you will die, Eole.”

She flinched at his bluntness, but quickly regained her composure. “I think I can help you in your quest to destroy this slavers’ ring, Lord Simon.”

“How so?” Simon asked with a frown. 

“What if…” She gulped. “What if you showed up at their doorstep with a live kish?”

Simon saw red. “You want me to sell you to them?! Haven’t you heard a single word of what I just said?!”

“No, no, not sell…” Eole shifted in her seat. “I simply say… that if you offer them your services, and have a kish in your employ… then you are suddenly a much more valuable asset for them. You will become a person they will want to placate and recruit.”

Simon struggled to even entertain the idea, considering the risks involved, but Eole had a point. She could act as a tremendously attractive lure… “So you want me to, what, introduce you as my retainer?” His lips pursed in disdain. “My slave concubine?”

“That’s why I was first brought to this place,” Eole pointed out with unease. “They will think they can eventually buy me, and you will fit in more easily with those ruffians if they think you support slavery.”

Simon scowled. His heart told him to deny her, to tell her this was too dangerous… but then he recalled a few details from his previous reigns. 

The very first thing Silk did at the end of their first meeting was to try and buy Eole for a cheap price. The Cobweb had shown interest in Eole the moment they met, yet they never tried to steal her away in the months Simon spent in Valne. They only acted against him by selling his location to the Paladin, and waited for him to leave the city on top of it.

Neither did they try to act against him directly in Magvolia. They tried to steal Asterion from right under his nose, and washed their hands off the entire affair after the attempt failed. They only acted against him in Cocagne when they had the backing of both Zodiac Fiends and the War Party to support them. 

They fear me, the cowards, Simon realized. They fear the Overlord. They won’t dare fight me without an overwhelming advantage, and they will play nice so long as my value outweighs the benefits of betrayal.

Eole’s plan could work in that it would encourage the Cobweb to placate him in the hope of accessing the kish Sanctuary, and she would be safe at his side. He could personally protect her. 

There was only one major issue with this plan.

“Eole…” Simon took a deep breath. “Do you understand what infiltrating a criminal organization deep enough to earn their leader’s trust will entail? The things we’ll have to do? The people we’ll have to hurt? Do you understand that?”

Eole hesitated, her resolve wavering a moment. She likely understood intellectually what this mission would require, but Simon wasn’t sure she would fully fathom what she was signing on for until they had to get their hands dirty. 

“Will it be worth it, prophet?” she asked, begging for a positive answer.

“Yes,” Simon replied, though more to himself than Eole. “Yes, it will be.”

  

    
        Chapter 118: The Overlord of Crime (2)

    
    
    
    
  Simon spent the day prior to his departure testing out a fundamental question: could he turn a cow herd into an unstoppable immortal demon army?

The answer turned out to be a pretty flat no, at least for the ‘immortal’ part. Simon watched as a Brand of Wrath-marked bull nearly doubled in size, turning pitch-black with eyes and hooves radiating hellfire… for about a day of sustained transformation until he abruptly perished and crumbled to dust. 

Simon had hoped the Brand of Lust’s eternal youth would counteract the Brand of Wrath’s cost, but apparently not. Neither did draining the lifeforce of another cow help the bull slow down his demise. 

Simon should have guessed as much. Not only did the Brand of Lust explicitly not make its wearer immortal, but lifeforce wasn’t lifespan. The Brand of Wrath likely burned through the maximum amount of years an individual could live for rather than present vitality.

At least Simon recovered a few soul gems to experiment with on top of it. There was no point in wasting cattle spirits. 

Considering a cow’s average lifespan, Simon estimated that an hour of demonic transformation was roughly the equivalent of losing one year of life, which made it better as a weapon to use in bursts. Another interesting tidbit was that no two transformations looked exactly the same. Another, less aggressive bull gained bronze skin without changing his size too much, and another cow grew jet-black bat wings. Every branded individual gained a unique demonic form based on their personality or affinities. 

Simon’s gut told him there had to be a way to counteract the lifespan-reduction issue, perhaps a future brand combination or a spell. He would take some time to experiment with this further. 

Ironically enough, an elf like Belzemine might actually be the best Brand of Wrath user possible. Their lifespan stretched forever in time so long as they had mana to sustain themselves. He placed the brand on her alongside all others except for the Brand of Greed, just in case she needed extra firepower in a pinch. 

He also confirmed that Lord of the Demon Castle’s surveillance didn’t work if he was outside Frightwall’s confines, to his annoyance. Being able to spy on his enemies inside the fortress from afar would have been quite the game-changer.

On the third day since Balzam’s death, Simon, Eole, and Belzemine boarded a mana-powered train heading west just as they had a few reigns ago. One of the first things he did was reveal his identity as Overlord to Eole as he did to her back in Valne, and she reacted pretty much the same way she did back then: by slapping his face and then giving him the silent treatment. Simon took it in stride, having expected as much, but warned her she would either have to dedicate herself to their plan or leave before they boarded a ship to Valne. There would be no turning back after that. 

Otherwise, Simon spent the trip experimenting with his new Deathmastery Perk. He first began by infusing a cow soul into a ring, at which point he heard the trapped spirit mooing inside his head whenever he put it on. It was more disturbing than anything, but Simon guessed he could transfer his followers’ souls into animate, powerful constructs like golems to save their lives.

The true use of souls became clear when Simon infused them into existing magical items like his Ring of Cursed Flames. The bull’s soul transformed it into a Ring of Cursed Hellfire, which boosted the power of Fire-aligned effects on top of providing the usual immunity. Simon also learned that he could use souls to ‘recharge’ items with limited use. He had crafted a Hellfire Amulet that allowed the user to unleash a burst of Hellfire once a day, but using a cow soul allowed him to reuse it immediately. 

Still… Simon had no idea what happened to the trapped soul after being used this way. The possibility that he might be destroying them for good and denying them an afterlife left a sour taste in his mouth. 

“Souls are a furnace of mana, Your Majesty,” Belzemine noted when she assisted him in the experiment. “They produce a faint flow of it so long as they can experience the world and produce memories in some form or another.”

“So infusing a soul into any magical item will increase its potency,” Simon guessed. “Doubly so for cursed items, since miasma and mana amplify each other.”

“I do offer a warning, Your Majesty: since the soul controls the flow of mana within the item, they can learn to withdraw or suppress the item’s benefits,” Belzemine said. “Objects crafted with souls that dislike you may prove… unreliable.”

True… not to mention that souls could apparently communicate with their item’s wearer and share information. There were many, many ways that could go wrong. 

“Do you think the soul’s nature matters?” he asked Belzemine. “Would a human soul prove stronger and more mana-rich than a cow’s? Do you think I could bind multiple souls to a single item?”

“I am not sure, Your Majesty,” Belzemine admitted. “Souls of individuals with Classes are naturally stronger than those without, since Classes reinforce the user’s spirit and stats. Magical beasts like dragons also produce a far greater mana output than those of humans or normal animals. I would assume they will provide better enhancements than cows, but I cannot be certain.”

Simon nodded and didn’t push further. He lacked the number and variety of souls needed to experiment in-depth with his new Perk for the moment, though he had the intuition he would gain access to a steady supply soon enough. 

Eventually, their train ride ended in the port of Amenadiel. Simon and Belzemine climbed down the train car with a sullen Eole, who still followed along. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t leave,” Simon admitted. “I expected you to run away after I told you the truth.”

Eole bit her lip. “I… considered it,” she admitted, “But you had no obligation to free me. You could have kept me in bondage and sold me to the Cobweb rather than removing my slave crest and giving me a chance to run. And…” She averted his gaze. “You already know about my people’s Sanctuary, yet you also kept quiet about it.”

Eole had always proved rather sharp at picking up on details. Simon recalled that she had picked up on the fetches’ inhuman nature rather early on too. “Are you certain, Eole? I will visit the Cobweb’s office in Rosanne as soon as we make port and climb down from the ship. This is the point of no return.”

She straightened up with confidence. “My mind is made up, Simon.”

“Is that so? To sell the lie, we may need to apply more than a slave tattoo on you.” Simon opened his palm and summoned two Devil Brands. “The Brand of Sloth will let us stay in contact telepathically at all times, and the Brand of Envy will let you steal the faces and identities of others. However, neither can be removed once placed. I won’t force you to accept them immediately, but there will likely come a time when our infiltration of the Cobweb calls for it. Are you comfortable with that?”

Eole’s jaw clenched in revulsion. She looked up at the night sky, likely considering whether she should take her chance to flee back home rather than board a ship to a sinister future… before deciding against it. 

Eole was no coward. 

“Do you swear to me you will keep the Sanctuary’s existence a secret, prophet?” she asked Simon, locking eyes with him. “Do you swear you will prevent Vouivre and those slavers from finding it?”

“I swear,” Simon replied sincerely. Whether in this reign or the next. “No matter the cost.”

Eole pondered his answer a moment before giving a solemn, reluctant nod. “Put… put a slave tattoo on me.” Her lips twisted in disgust at the words. “The removable one. The rest…” 

“For now, a standard slave tattoo should suffice,” Simon reassured her. He naturally didn’t expect her to trust him with something so sensitive as a Devil Brand until he earned her trust. “Thank you for trusting me, Eole. I promise you this is only temporary.”

“I know it will be.” She took a long, deep breath and avoided his gaze. “I can tell that you care.”



Three days of seafaring later, during which Belzemine reapplied Eole’s slave tattoos—a procedure that disgusted everyone involved—and Simon’s group landed in the Valnean port of Rosanne for the second time. 

It must have been two cumulative years of reigns since he last visited it, and the city was exactly the same as in his memories. The same trading port split across a river where slaves and goods transited all the way from Lore, it had the same smell of sea and hidden crime in the air, the same butcher shop with a dark secret guarded by a man who would never stop smiling. Simon repeated the same steps he did all those reigns ago, saying the right password to the fetch and being invited behind the counter and stepping into an immense hallway with eight doors on each side. 

Simon hadn’t noticed the first time he visited this place, but the door behind the butcher’s counter indeed opened up into the Attic. He had no idea where each door led, or if any of them led to the one which Renal used to ambush him in Lafontaine, but he followed the instructions and took the fourth one on the left. He turned the black handle under the gaze of an eye carved into the yellow wood, then stepped into a room filled with impenetrable darkness. 

Simon waited patiently as the door shut close behind him. A candelabra lit up to reveal a small table with five seats and a ghastly spider statue glaring down on him. Silk was already there, smoking from a pipe with her grimoire-bound Crab crystal within arm’s reach. 

“Sit down, Simon Magnos,” she said sharply.

Simon did so. He recalled that this place reminded him of a secret cult hideout the first time he visited, and he had the sneaking suspicion he might have been more right than he knew. The Cobweb’s interest in the Zodiac Fiends and their experiments in Cocagne pointed to darker ends than mere criminal enterprises. 

Back in the Spider’s den, Simon thought as his gaze darted from the statue to the book. You’ll be the fly this time, Silk.

“Precious stone,” Silk said upon spotting his interest in the Crab grimoire, a thin smile on her lips and the spicy fragrance of her pipe filling the room. “Familiar stone?”

More like a familiar conversation. Simon now realized Silk had been baiting him in an attempt to assess how much he knew about the Zodiac Fiends since the moment they met. This will not go as you plan.

“Yes,” Simon replied casually, as if they were discussing something inane and unimportant. “I saw one embedded in the High Confessor’s forehead once, among others.”

The look of brief disbelief on Silk’s face as her mind processed his statement was worth the trip; doubly so when Simon left her hanging and refused to elaborate. 

His current plan to infiltrate the Cobweb required a delicate balance. If he looked too weak, too naive, too green, then the Cobweb would never grant him any responsibility. The Prince of Spiders would use and discard him. On the other hand, if he appeared too strong and knowledgeable, then the enemy would always keep him at bay.

His best bet was to present himself as something in between: a ruthless, vicious bastard who would fit right in with the organization, with talent to spare and knowledge they needed, but still lacking experience and with levers the Prince thought he could use. Levers like Eole, or greed. 

Silk quickly regained her composure and brought the pipe to her lips. “Who taught you the password?”

“My father, Overlord Balzam.”

“Before or after his assassination?”

“After. He advised me to contact your organization in his posthumous instructions. He said your Prince of Spiders could prove a valuable mentor–” Silk struggled not to laugh at Simon’s words, a gesture which he ignored. “–if I approached you through the proper channels. You apparently owed him a sizable favor.”

“You seem to have a pretty good idea of who we are, and we do owe your father a service,” Silk noted, assessing him head to toe. “What do you want from us?”

Simon clasped his fingers. “I want a mentorship from your Prince of Spiders.”

“Aren’t you a bold one?” Silk barely contained her amusement, as if she was in on a private joke he couldn’t understand yet. “And why would you want that?”

“Because my Class receives experience from partaking in evil acts and ruling arbitrarily,” Simon replied calmly. “My father deemed in his notes that working with a criminal mastermind would help me level-up quickly, until I am ready to retake my throne once my rivals have finished killing each other.”

“Your ambition does you credit, but such a favor is way beyond the one we owe to your late daddy.”

“You will be well-compensated when I retake the Crimson Throne,” Simon replied, not bothering to hide his Class. He had no doubt the Prince of Spiders guessed he was the new Overlord the moment he used the password. 

“May, not will. There is no guarantee you will retake Endymion, nor when. You will need to pony up now.” Silk exhaled smoke from her pipe. “That winged girl outside will be a start.”

“My slave concubine is not for sale,” Simon replied with a scoff. “But my father also knew you would try to double-cross or shortchange me, so he provided… leverage.”

Silk raised an eyebrow. “Such as?” 

Simon pointed at her grimoire. “I know where other such precious Zodiac crystals are located.”

“So do we,” Silk replied, trying to hide her interest.

“Is that so? Do you know where the Scales are? The Minotaur? The Archer?” Simon smiled and went for the throat, the one name he knew the Cobweb had no way of knowing the location of. “The Scorpion?”

Silk scowled without a word, then looked at the spider statue. Its ruby eyes began to glow all of a sudden as the Prince of Spiders began to speak through it. “Silk.”

“Yes, my Prince?”

“A great and vicious Overlord, this young manticore will become… and mayhaps a good ally too,” the Prince’s voice whispered through the statue, with Simon failing to recognize its owner. It sounded nothing like Renal, the other Silk, or even Ludwig Bert. “Give him this city’s branch to manage in exchange for a morsel of his knowledge. A test of his skills before we call him to greater deeds, and a proof of his sincerity in return.”

Silk nodded and turned back to Simon. “Give us one of these demons’ locations, so that we can confirm whether or not you’re pulling a fast one on us.”

Simon crossed his legs. “Have you ever been to Bujan?”

“Yes.”

“The elves sealed the Scales of Emptiness at the top of Mount Perun,” Simon explained. Since the Cobweb had already been investigating the area in collaboration with Mastemo, he was somewhat confident he wasn’t losing too much in sharing that intel. “The creature has been gathering miasma for centuries in anticipation of breaking its seal, so I would not disturb it.”

Silk smirked. “We shall be the judges of that.” 

“Good, because if you want to learn anything else, you’ll have to ‘pony up’, as you say.” Simon clasped his hands. “What will this ‘test of skill’ involve?”

“You will be granted temporary control over our organization’s Rosanne chapter,” Silk replied. “Manage it well, and you will be granted greater responsibilities."

“Double the income, twice the glory,” the Prince of Spiders said. “Then worthy of leaving the nest you shall be deemed.”

Always greedy and gluttonous, this Rogue, Simon thought. He knew the Prince of Spiders intended to closely watch him to determine whether he would prove an asset whose profits outweighed the risks, or a threat to deal with. I will satisfy your appetite and more… until you’re fattened up for the kill. 

“Our Rosannian members operate from a local game parlor on the docks a few streets away from here,” Silk said upon rising from her seat. “This butcher shop is a carefully hidden front for very subtle meetings. You are not to return here until summoned again.”

“Very well,” Simon replied calmly, deciding to play along for now. “Shall we go then?”

“One last thing.” Silk put a hand on her waist. “That quip about the High Confessor… were you serious?”

Simon smiled smugly at the assassin. “Why don’t you steal his mask and take a peek?”



Simon had heard of the Gold Butterfly game parlor on his last trip to Valne. 

Whereas the Copper Dragon inn dominated entertainment on the western side of town, the Gold Butterfly was the premium entertainment location in the city’s harbor. This high-end establishment catered to rich merchants, sailors, and visitors desperate to either hit it big or spend their hard-won coin on drugs, whores, or escorts. Simon wondered how much blood had been spilled over its red carpets.

When night came, Silk gathered two dozen or so gang leaders, thieves, taskmasters, and other Cobweb operatives into the main room at the back. The Prince of Spiders’ enforcer had given Simon a quick rundown of the Cobweb’s inner workings prior to this meeting.

The organization abided by both a strict and flexible hierarchy. At the top was the Prince of Spiders, with Silk as his underboss, representative, and second-in-command. She supervised a council of eight ‘Weavers’ who each directed a branch of the Cobweb’s multiple lucrative businesses, from drug production to slave trafficking.

Below those Weavers were the Spinners, guildmasters who had authority over all Cobweb activities in a given city and commanded captains in charge of the ‘spiders’; the official designation of Cobweb members. Anyone outside the organization but who still worked with them, like political connections or guards on the payroll, were simply associates.  

Spinners more or less worked as crime barons with complete autonomy in how they conducted local affairs, so long as they paid their dues to the Weaver council and followed instructions. However, while they had the right of life or death over Spiders, they couldn’t conduct political or sensitive assassinations without the Weavers’ approval. A special division of assassins known as the Fangs were usually dispatched to deal with those matters or eliminate Spinners who acted out of line. Simon suspected Renal to have been a member of that branch. 

Silk didn’t mention the Attic, or the Weavers’ identities, or anything more than what Simon needed to run local operations in Rosanne. He guessed he would need to prove himself before the Prince trusted him with more than what he needed. 

Either way, Silk walked onto the stage once she had everyone’s attention. 

“Dear spiders of Rosanne, following Jon’s demotion–” The word sounded vaguely sinister. “–allow me to introduce you to your new Spinner: Simon. He is to assume command of all operations in Rosanne by order of our Prince. An order from him is an order from the Prince.”

She invited Simon to step forward, which he did. Simon took a moment to survey his new motley crew of ruffians, robbers, and lowlives. Most were human thugs, though he spotted a few madams, shifters, and even an orc among them. He stared into a sea of silence and skepticism.

They already dislike me, Simon could tell. And why wouldn’t they? They didn’t know him. He was a stranger catapulted to the top of the hierarchy by orders from a higher authority they had never met in the flesh. Time to assert my authority.

“Doblin, Toro, Florence,” Simon called out names given by Silk, skipping introductions. "You're the month's three lowest earners. Step forward."

Tension immediately rose in the room, with disdain and skepticism being replaced with sudden nervousness. Many of the criminals wisely stepped back, leaving three of them stranded in their midst: two men and a woman. One of them stared at Simon defiantly, but he could see drops of sweat falling off the others’ foreheads. 

“I can see your thoughts written in your eyes,” Simon told the assembly. “You think that my nomination won’t amount to much, that this will be business-as-usual. You think you’ll run circles around me, maybe even skim a little off the top. Let me answer all of these doubts with two words.” 

He raised a finger and cast a special variant of the Petrify spell he had been working on on his way to Rosanne. It functioned like the original, with one tiny exception.

“Gold Petrify.”

The three criminals turned to gold in front of the shocked assembly, their visages forever trapped in expressions of fear and surprise. One could hear the flies in the air as a deep silence fell onto the room. 

“I believe in personal responsibility and the collectivization of fear,” Simon said calmly, and this time, everyone looked at him with something more than doubt: dread. “If you’re more afraid of the law or the previous administration than me, then we’re going to have a motivation problem. So let that be a message to all of you: if you don’t bring in gold, then you’ll be gold.”

Now that he had established the hierarchy between them, Simon waved his hand at these ruffians and formally introduced himself using their language. 

“I’m Simon,” he declared. “Take this information down the chain of command: I’m not here to maintain operations. I’m here to run this city, to hold it by the balls and bleed it dry. The money’s going to flow like never before, with some blood greasing the wheels now and then. Stand by me, do as I ask, and your pockets will grow so fat on coins you won’t be able to walk straight. Don’t play along, try to cheat me or disobey, and your statue will end up sold to a museum or a collector.”

He looked at the assembly, at this ocean of fear. Silk was smiling ear to ear, and everyone else either averted his gaze or kept quiet. 

“Am I understood?” Simon inquired. 

A chorus of ‘yes!’ ‘yes, sir,’ and ‘absolutely, sir!’ answered his question, to his satisfaction. 

These people had expected a new thug-in-chief.

They would get the Overlord of crime instead.

  

    
        Chapter 119: The Overlord of Crime (3)

    
    
    
    
  Simon had learned a while back that the most powerful currency in the world wasn’t gold, but respect. 

A week of ‘administrative reorganization’—or a bloody purge, for those on the wrong side of it—followed Simon’s takeover. Suspected rats, smaller gangs that wouldn’t bend the knee to his new leadership, and previously ignored troublemakers were all eliminated. 

Simon had found a rather effective means of corpse disposal besides selling gilded human statues: melting down the gold-petrified bodies at a forge under the Cobweb’s control and extracting their souls while he was at it. The metal could then be recycled and resold as goldenware for a profit, though they would run some tests on it first to confirm whether or not it would appear as counterfeit to magical examinations like gold produced by his Brand of Greed. 

This also had the benefit of instilling a servile kind of loyalty in everyone. The Gold Petrify spell had become such a signature move of his that it apparently inspired a nickname among the Rosanne mob: Goldenhell. 

Simon felt little to no guilt in acting so cruelly towards criminals. People making a living off selling drugs and extorting others deserved no pity, unlike their victims. He did feel more remorse for the victims of the Cobweb’s trafficking operations, but he had steeled his heart for the task at hand. He had done far worse in the Darkwood, and it was the only way to earn the Prince of Spiders’ trust. 

Moreover, this provided him with a welcome excuse to execute and bleed Cobweb operatives. Every dead mook would slightly reduce the Prince’s resources and the crime rate in the long-run. 

Simon had promised himself he would wipe them all out, and he would deliver on that oath. 

However, Simon was careful to keep such things and other experiments away from Eole for now. He knew his actions would disturb her, even if she knew he was only acting this way to maintain his cover. She didn’t have the benefits of spending multiple reigns stomaching the Cobweb’s cruelty and treachery to understand why Simon hated them so deeply. 

“Interesting,” Simon said as he visited the inside of Borky’s Brewery, a monstrous beer production facility atop the local river. A dozen or so employees worked around the clock to manage steaming copper vats producing low-quality alcohol. The fragrance was almost suffocating. “Is booze the only thing that you produce here?”

“That’s where the local demand is, boss,” the owner replied. Adam Borkos, alias ‘Big Borky’, was an orc-blooded human legbreaker and captain of the Rosanne Cobweb mob. He cut a humongous, portly figure enhanced by his tusk-like lower canines, boarish face, and ill-fitted tunic. “Sometimes we spice up some bottles with the dreamshade drugs comin’ from Uyo and Telluria, but old management kept that business mostly separate from the regular stuff.”

Simon nodded in satisfaction. He had been busy with other things lately, mainly scamming Argas Septic of the Copper Dragon inn as he did in his previous Valnean reign, asserting his authority, and investing laundered money towards purchasing forges and weapons in preparation for the civil war he knew loomed ahead, but he was also looking for a place where to practice his crafting now that things were settling down. He had a few ideas that could let him kill two birds with one cursed stone. 

“We’ll move some equipment aside in the basement for more… experimental brews,” Simon said. “Is the watch bothering you? I passed by their headquarters on my way here.”

“It’s fine, the chief is a friend and he’s got a tab with us. Invited me to his wedding too.” Borky scratched the back of his head. “I’m a bit worried about supplies now that we’re on bad terms with the Blackhares gang, though. Is it true you denied their offer for a settlement?”

“I don’t negotiate, Borky, I take,” Simon replied. “All the riffraff will learn that Rosanne is a kingdom now, not a democracy. Either they bend the knee and pay tribute, or they’ll die.”

“Bodies bring attention, boss,” Borky warned him. “The watch will look the other way only so long as we don’t make things hard on them.”

“Our bodies will dispose of themselves.” Mostly because he had transformed the Blackhares’ messenger into an undead zombie, and then sent him back with a message that Simon would have their dead’s reanimated corpses eat their fellow gangsters if they didn’t pay him tribute soon. “I’m forging new contacts in the city’s administration that will ensure official investigations are stymied at every turn. Authorities won’t interfere with our clean-up. We’ll move so fast they won’t even have time to mount a proper response.”

“I’m more worried about the Monoceros Guild, boss,” Borky replied with a grunt. “Those Paladin-lovers often crack open our operations with no warning from time to time. Word’s on the street that they have an elf archmage on their payroll too.”

“I’ve heard.” Simon had already dispatched additional cutpurses to keep constant watch over the Monoceros Guild alongside the contacts the Cobweb had already established inside the organization. He knew Alphonse and his party would spend some time in the city and he would ensure no word of Simon’s presence or true nature reached his ears. “Don’t worry, they’ll have bigger fish to fry before long once some news from across the Dragonsea reaches them.”

The Endymian civil war would shift the Monoceros Guild’s focus from local policing to leveling-up and preparing for a future invasion of Magvolia. They would have no time to focus on crimebusting. 

“Send me your accountant, I’ll give him a slight productivity boost,” Simon said. He would give the man a Brand of Greed to enhance his business acumen. “Buy more vats and hire more workers. We’ll divert some of the production towards medicine and healing potions. Those are going to sell as much as drugs soon.”

“We’re actually mounting a new vat in the next room over, boss,” Borky replied, wagging his thumb at the door. “If you want to take a look.”

Simon did and found himself pleasantly surprised by what he found: a state-of-the-art Musan brewing vat waiting to be assembled. After ordering Borky not to bother him outside of emergencies, Simon went to work on improving the device. He immediately noticed the ‘Bert Trading Company’ logo carved on the copper vat, to his slight annoyance, but powered through it. 

His first instinct was to infuse the machine with spells to transform it into a slime-production vat like the one he set up in Magvolia, but another idea crossed Simon’s mind instead: what would happen if he infused a single object with more than one soul? His Devil Forgemaster Perk’s instinct told him that this trail of thought would yield results. 

Simon opened up his Inventory and brought out over a dozen soul gems he had stored from past hits. He started to infuse the vat with one spirit after the other, blending them with miasmic sorcery until the device began to change. The keg’s metal bent into the shape of a screaming skull, its legs twisted like gnarling copper roots, and the valves let out dark-colored fumes. 

“Can you hear me?” Simon asked the silently screaming metal face. “Are you conscious?”

A single and wholly inhuman voice whispered back, “Yes, my maker.”

Only one voice… had the souls fused somehow? “Are you alone in there?” 

“I am a blend and a blender, full of echoes,” the voice whispered back. “What is my name, maker? What is my purpose?”

The souls had apparently fused into a single ghostly entity, one which apparently submitted to Simon thanks to his Unquestionable Ruler Perk. Or at least he assumed as much. He would need to test if this new creature was truly as submissive as it seemed.

“Your name shall be… Blendy,” Simon decided, feeling very proud of himself for thinking of it so quickly. “Your purpose is to make the most potent, the most addictive, the most memorable brews possible. Are you up to the task?”

“That purpose is acceptable… but Blendy would like to brew poison most of all.”

“Good, you’re going to work on one of the most insidious of the lot,” Simon replied. “Make the best, most addictive beer you can.”

Afterwards, Simon filled the vat with sugar, yeast, and water pumped straight from the river. Fermentation usually took a few days, but Blendy supernaturally accelerated the process until Simon could pour out a mug after less than an hour. He tested it on himself to make sure the product wouldn’t kill its consumer, and found himself tasting the sweetest, most delicious beer he had ever tasted. 

“Fascinating work,” Silk’s voice called out from the shadows. “Is that soul-infusion an Overlord Perk?”

“Yes.” Simon had expected such a visit, so he wasn’t all that startled. “Can you teleport or something? I’m sure I didn’t hear the door open up.”

“There are always cracks to slip in through, if you know where to look.” Silk walked up until she entered his line of sight. “Can I try it?”

Simon warily handed her the mug, whose contents she tasted. 

“A bit too sweet for me, but it will do well on the market. We’ll test it out to make sure it won’t kill our customers,” Silk decided, setting the mug aside on a nearby worktable. “I cannot believe you just used a dozen or so enslaved souls just to make beer.”

“A productive use for these lowlives, I’m sure you’ll agree,” Simon quipped back. 

Silk chuckled slightly. She seemed to find his cold-bloodedness entertaining. “What else can you do with captured souls? Can you meld human souls together into a living body? Harvest their knowledge?”

“I’m not sure,” Simon admitted. He didn’t mind confessing his ignorance on the matter, since appearing too confident and knowledgeable would raise suspicions. “I’m still exploring my Perks.”

“See, that’s an inconsistency that bothers me greatly,” Silk said. “You can cast Tier V spells, yet as far as we know, your daddy dearest denied you both magical training and a Class. How did you get so strong so quickly?”

“Do you really expect me to tell you that?” Simon rubbed his fingers. “For free?”

Silk smiled in amusement at moxie. “What’s your price?”

“I need a steady supply of manaliths.”

“For Firewand to feed on?” Silk scoffed. “I’m not trading an indeterminate subscription for a one-time payment. You’ll need to bring more to the table.” 

Simon feigned reluctance by scowling and crossing his arms. “I can… craft things with those manaliths.”

Silk squinted with interest. “Crestones?”

“Vassal ones,” Simon replied, feigning hesitation. “If I have the needed blueprints.”

Silk put a hand on her waist and searched his expression for any hint of a lie. Simon knew she wouldn’t resist the offer, or at least a test run. The Cobweb had been willing to trade with a ‘Darkwood demon’ for the chance of contracting with a Crestone supplier. The technology was a carefully guarded secret after all. 

“Done, if you can prove you can pull it off,” Silk conceded, “Now tell me the truth.”

Simon nodded and then lied. “Have you heard of the Inheritor Class?”

Silk’s face remained unreadable. “No.”

“Oh, really?” Simon smiled smugly. “The Inheritor is an Overlord Vassal Class, whose only purpose is to inherit the Overlord Class once the current wielder is slain. Its Perks focus on passively gaining a portion of the sitting Overlord’s experience and knowledge whenever they level-up.” 

Silk’s eyes widened in understanding, and then disbelief. “That’s impossible,” she said, “No one has managed to create an Overlord Vassal Class.”

“Yet my father succeeded,” Simon replied, knowing they had absolutely no way of confirming or denying his story. “He didn’t want to risk his Class falling into the hands of our House’s enemies, so he set me up as a spare and backup plan. I wasn’t being ignored or kept from power. I was being kept out of sight.” He feigned annoyance, clenching his fist. “And then that old bastard got himself killed at the worst possible time. Some of the Vassal Class’ experience transferred over to the Overlord, but it wasn’t enough.”

“How did your father even create this supposed Vassal Class?” Silk asked, her tone laced with skepticism. 

“As if I would tell you,” Simon replied. “You asked how I became so strong so quickly, now you know. Don’t think you can try your luck and steal my Class either. It won’t end well.”

Silk kept a blank face. Simon had the sneaking suspicion she didn’t believe him, but his story was plausible and difficult to completely dismiss… doubly so since his father always seemed to know everything in advance. Shabram had grown convinced he could see the future after working under him for years, and the Cobweb had likely witnessed his inhuman foresight or secret plots. 

Doubt had crept up, and that would be enough. 

“The gold you harvested from your melted employees gives off a miasma signature,” Silk said all of a sudden, changing the subject. “It can also be dispelled with magic, in which case it reverts to flesh and bone… which is rather inconvenient.”

Simon scowled, having feared something like that since his Brand of Greed’s gold also looked counterfeit. “Is that so?”

“Yes. We’ll still sell it as counterfeit gold, but in places with fewer spellcasters and checks. Coins turning to bone and flesh would immediately launch an investigation.” Silk snorted. “You are a prodigy, Simon, I will give you that… but like all prodigies, you’re rash, arrogant, and think you are above consequences.” She shrugged her shoulders. “That’s fine. You did come here to be mentored, after all.”

Of course she enjoyed playing on his ignorance. Simon took it as a good sign. Appearing too competent would raise too many alarm bells. “Am I doing well so far?”

“You are doing well… but you are too brutal and too heavy-handed,” Silk criticized him. “It’s okay to strike hard early to establish your reputation, but keep it up too long and you’ll inspire hatred and loathing rather than fear. Tone down the murders and executions as soon as you’ve wiped out the Blackhares, or find yourself a patsy.”

Simon frowned. “A patsy?”

“It is safer to rule from the backstage than on the stage itself, as our Prince does,” Silk replied. “You shouldn’t be here, supervising operations yourself, or dealing with the likes of Septic.” 

“Should I find my own Silk then?” Simon mused. “Who are you really? Are you even Valnean?”

“I have no interest in discussing my past with you, but you are right about one thing.” Silk smiled back. “Every ruler should have his own me.”



Simon spent the rest of the day experimenting with Blendy and other applications of soul-powered crafting. He confirmed that his ability to infuse any item with one also applied to potions and other consumables. Attempting to transfer a ruffian’s soul into a litter of beer unfortunately resulted in a berserk alcohol slime that had to be put down for the workers’ safety, but Simon wouldn’t let that setback stop him. The only real limit seemed to be that the soul’s vessel had to be inanimate prior to the infusion. 

Afterwards, Simon returned to the Gold Butterfly in the evening. The establishment was full at this time, with the smell of dreamshade hovering in the air in flagrant defiance of the city’s laws. Hundreds of clients caroused at gaming tables under the watch of burly bouncers, costumed female waiters—who also doubled as escorts and prostitutes for wealthier patrons—and canny croupiers. Half of the latter were expert cheaters and Spiders who masterfully lulled their marks into betting ever higher before leading them to ruin. It was already a profitable operation, and flow of coins would increase even further now that Simon had put a Brand of Greed on the manager. 

The star of the night was the winged woman singing on the stage, her enchanting voice bedeviling all guests as much as her beauty did. Simon had crafted her a beautiful, magical backless red dress—since clothes apparently counted as ‘armor’ for his Devil Forgemaster Perk. It also had the benefit of increasing her natural kish enthralling abilities by letting her ignore Resistance to the Charm ailment. A silver butterfly mask covering the upper part of her face completed her costume. 

Eole concluded her performance to the wild applause of the crowd, though she neither smiled nor waved to them in return. She elegantly walked down the stage’s stairs upon spotting him, and took his arm as he guided her to the backrooms. 

“I hate them,” Eole whispered in kish, her voice dripping with disgust. “I hate the way these people look at me, as if they could see through my clothes.”

“They won’t dare to touch you, I promise,” Simon replied. He had assigned her bodyguards, and most Spiders believed she was his slave-mistress and thus untouchable. “Just bear it a little longer. These people are this city’s elites. The more subliminal messages you can plant in their minds, the faster they’ll ruin themselves and the quicker they’ll fall under our sway.”

Simon’s plan for Eole was simple: use her song to loosen their clients’ inhibitions to ensure they ruined themselves at the gaming tables, at which point their tabs and debts could become levers to pressure them into doing whatever the Cobweb wanted. Rumors of a winged songstress had already lured many curious city officials to the Golden Butterfly.

Eole had drawn a line at using her powers on her fellow shifters, but otherwise gone along with the plan. Simon recalled that she had tried to charm him the first time they met so that he would lift her slave crest, so she had no issues using her powers on those she perceived as criminals and oppressors. 

“All the shifter employees at the Copper Dragon were slaves sold by Vouivre, Simon,” Eole complained. “They’re used as prostitutes and gladiators.”

“I warned you as much. The slave trade is a kraken whose tentacles stretch worldwide. It will take more than local revolts to trouble the waters.” 

Eole scowled in frustration, but didn’t contest his claim nor say a word. She had begun to truly realize the vastness of the Cobweb’s influence, who could import slaves from one continent and ship them to another in bulk… and it spooked her to her core. 

The two moved to the Gold Butterfly’s main office, where Belzemine was busy working behind a desk on a seat draped in wyvern scales. The elven archmage had accumulated a small pile of notes with assorted diagrams. A small, mirror-shaped amethyst pendant sat on it.

“Your Majesty,” she said upon presenting him with the pendant. “I have completed the Soulsnap Amulet as you asked for.”

“Excellent,” Simon replied upon seizing it. “We’ll run some tests later.”

A strong or very strong elemental affinity usually granted some resistance to damage of that type, but resistance wasn’t immunity. Casval-Nodens had managed to attack Simon by exploiting his connection to Shabram’s Devil Brands in the previous reign, and the more of those he spread around, the greater the risk that another one of his enemies would exploit that vulnerability. 

Belzemine’s Soulsnap Amulet should take care of that problem. The device was designed to redirect any Soul-based attack targeting Simon straight back at the sender, though Belzemine warned him that this kind of item would eventually reach a limit if overstrained. Simon hoped it would at least buy him enough time to ‘cut the connection’ with the compromised branded individual. 

“Otherwise, I have made progress on our summoning spell research,” Belzemine said upon showing him her papers. “I unfortunately do not think we can lower it below Tier V at a minimum. It would also need to be a diabolism spell, considering Your Majesty counts as a demon rather than an elemental or eidolon.”

“That’s… unfortunate,” Simon replied. His plan was to develop a relatively low-tier spell that would allow his followers across the world to summon him in a pinch, which would let him teleport across vast distances the same way the Cobweb used their Attic to travel around. “Tier V is relatively high and diabolism is a restricted school of magic. What’s the issue?”

“The more different and the stronger types of creatures a given conjuration or diabolism spell can call, the higher its Tier,” Belzemine replied. “For example, the Impcantation spell is relatively low tier because it is limited to calling a small number of imps. Your Majesty is unfortunately too powerful to be targeted by such a spell.”

“Would you be capable of casting this spell, Agnes?” Simon asked, his elf companion nodding. “Duchar should be able to do the same, and some imperial intelligence agents on Shabram’s payroll too… I suppose I can settle for a Tier V spell for early tests.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Belzemine replied, lowering her head in penance. “I have no excuses for my incompetence.”

“I wouldn’t call assisting me in inventing a whole new spell on short notice incompetence, Agnes,” Simon replied, ignoring Eole’s displeased expression. He had already shared with her some insight on Agnes’ issues, but disagreed about how to handle her. “You did well.”

Agnes showed no hint that she was pleased or displeased, with Eole crossing her arms. “What next, Simon?” his kish friend asked. “Once you have that spell, what will you do?”

“I will put it to the test with an agent in Telluria.” If Duchar would kindly agree to follow through with my orders rather than stubbornly stonewall me. “Agnes can then summon me again.”

Should that experiment work, then Simon would follow it through by sending imperial agents with the spell across the world in future reigns to ensure he could travel around and operate quickly. This might even serve as a way to escape doomed battles… 

“Otherwise, Silk said something truthful. I need a local representative… a voice.” Simon smiled at Belzemine. “How would you feel about becoming the Mouth of Simon, Agnes?”
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  The month of Nivose passed relatively peacefully, if you ignored the occasional murder and the sudden influx of golden statues on the black market. Simon consolidated his authority over the Rosanne underworld, continued his experimentations, and tripled the monthly revenue. 

All in all, Simon should have passed the Cobweb’s first test with aplomb. He had even carved them a Scholar Crestone to prove he could produce his own. It was only a matter of time before the Prince either tried to take him under his wing as a protégé too important to be left unsupervised, or had him assassinated as a potential threat out of paranoia.

Hopefully, the spider-in-chief would choose unwisely. 

“The remaining Blackhares have seen reason,” Belzemine explained when she visited Simon in his office. She had begun to go around using the Brand of Envy to turn herself into a raven-haired, aloof human beauty that men on the street had begun to call Lady Death, since she almost always delivered bad news. “As you asked, I have told them that they will be allowed to run their territory with relative autonomy as one of the Cobweb’s associates and that they will be allowed to partake in the drug trade.”

“Good. Money is the best balm for wounded pride.” Doubly so since their new product was a roaring success. “What about Septic? Is there anything else to report?”

“The watch’s investigation didn’t follow up on his disappearance, and his daughter’s inheritance is secure. I have also purchased your lounge tickets for this Barday’s opera performance.”

“Our lounge tickets, Agnes. You can come with Eole and me, if you want.”

“I will go wherever Your Majesty wishes,” Belzemine replied without emotion.

Simon sighed in slight frustration. Simon had spared her a mental breakdown by immediately applying his Devil Brands to her after removing her old ones and not trying to free her, but at the cost of her keeping up her emotionless slave persona. He knew he was unlikely to make progress on healing Belzemine’s mind in this particular reign, yet it still bothered him to see her act like this. 

At least the steady supply of manaliths kept her healthy this time around. 

“Did you have any hobbies? Things you liked to do in your free time?” he asked her. “Before… before Mardok?”

The question seemed to unsettle her more than the murder and criminal activities, likely because it reopened old wounds. “I liked gardening…” she trailed before quickly tensing. “But I will like anything Your Majesty wishes me to.”

“I see.” Simon mentally considered how to allocate some of the budget to acquire a greenhouse for her when he heard a knock on his office door. “What is it?”

“It’s me, boss,” Borky’s voice called out. “There’s a girl asking to see you. A Monoceros Guild gal.”

Simon tensed up. “Which one?”

“That sellout, Melisandre,” Borky replied with disdain. “She’s alone.”

Sellout? Interesting… Simon considered how to handle the problem before deciding to take the risk. “Then bring her in, and bring beer,” he said before turning to Belzemine. “Agnes, you may leave for now. I’ll call you again later.”

A few minutes later, Borky entered his office with Alphonse’s Stalker, Mel. Their last encounter ended with Grimm stabbing her to death in the Halls of the Minotaur, but she was alive and smiling again. The fact that she came to him also provided a few clues about how the Cobweb and the White Unicorn had cooperated in past reigns.   

Simon was relatively confident about her being unable to tie him to his true identity. He had taken to dying his hair black and wearing blue magical lenses on top of a Fiendmask to slightly alter his face, and that was on top of using Anathemic Secrecy to hide his aura of darkness. 

“Please take a seat,” Simon told his two visitors. “Melisandre, is it?”

“Yup. You’re Goldenhell, right?” the Stalker asked upon sitting rather close to the door. Simon noticed a slight undercurrent of tension in her shoulders, although she tried to hide it beneath a mask of confidence. “Word on the street is that you’re the new local Spinner. What happened to Jon?”

“He retired,” Simon lied. Silk said he had been ‘disposed of’ after being found skimming from the top, which was why the Cobweb had so eagerly given Simon his post. They simply had no good candidate to replace him beforehand. “I don’t recall you being one of our own, so how do you know my rank?”

“This girl was the best thief this side of town, until she tried to rob that pretty lad,” Borky said as he opened the beer bottle, “What was his name again…”

“Alphonse,” Mel replied with a frown of displeasure. “His name is Alphonse, Borky.”

“Yeah, right, the Paladin’s son,” Borky replied with a snort. The mobster didn’t respect knights in the slightest. “She should have lost an arm for robbing a noble, but the lad spared her. She’s been his loyal pet dog since.”

“Look at what I’ve risen above, Borky,” Mel replied, glaring at the alcohol bottle. “You’re still peddling that watered-down shit beer?”

“Our Despairo brand is unlike our previous products,” Simon replied confidently after Borky poured him a glass. He noted that Borky and Mel were apparently on a first name basis too. “Go on, try it.”

Mel hesitated until Borky and Simon both took a sip, at which point she joined in. “Mmm…” she mumbled in pleasure. “I take it back, it’s pretty good.”

“It’s the best,” Simon insisted. Their new soul-brewed beer was racking up quite the profit at the Copper Dragon inn. Locals just couldn’t get enough of it. 

Of course, it always turned the drinker into a mean drunk eager to pick fights past a certain point, a side-effect which Simon blamed on Blendy’s murderous proclivities. He wondered how long it would take before authorities picked up on that and restricted sales. 

“Anyway, why are you here, Melisandre?” Simon asked. “You want your old job back?”

“In your dreams,” Mel replied gruffly. She grabbed a purse full of coins and put it on Simon’s desk. “I’m here to purchase info, like I did with Jon. He said he could smuggle some of us to Magvolia.” 

Simon sneered at the purse with scorn. “You think I’m a lowly crook who works for money like my predecessor?” he clasped his hands. “I can arrange such transportation… but I trade in favors, not gold.”

Mel scowled at his counteroffer. “If you think I’ll rat out the White Unicorn–”

“I don’t need you to tell me anything,” Simon replied sharply. “See, I have nothing against heroes… so long as they don’t dent my income. What I want is to ensure that Alphonse, his elf girlfriend, and your Monoceros pals don’t meddle in my affairs. Keep them off my back, and I’ll scratch yours.” 

Mel hesitated, but didn’t argue much. “I’ll… I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good. Coexistence is tolerance, as I always say.” 

Mel’s demands were about what Simon expected. She was looking for help smuggling White Unicorn agents into Magvolia, specifically the Darkwood or royalist-leaning areas in preparation for future sabotage actions. Simon assumed that was how the Cobweb managed to infiltrate the White Unicorn. The resistance movement had subcontracted some of its logistics to the criminal network, allowing them to gather intel on its plans. Either way, Simon promised he would look into it and then sent her on her way alongside Borky. 

“Funny thing,” Simon said once he was ‘alone’ in the room. “I thought Cobweb operatives always retired in a coffin, one way or another. Why did you let that one leave?”

“We didn’t,” Silk’s voice retorted from the shadows. “How did you sense my presence?”

I didn’t, but your trick is getting predictable. “A gut feeling.”

“I see.” Silk took a seat and put her feet on his desk as if she owned the place. “There is no such thing as an ex-Spider. Melisandre continues to serve our ends. She thinks she’s free, but the truth is that her string is just a tiny bit looser and thinner. She still has her uses.”

Like ratting out the Overlord’s location to the Paladin should he outlive his usefulness? Simon guessed. Did they point her to my cult in the Darkwood too? Just how long had they been impairing my operations back then?

“Should I indulge them?” Simon asked Silk, though he already knew the answer. 

“Up to you. I do think you will sleep more soundly once the Paladin’s cohorts are on the other side of the Dragonsea.” 

“True,” Simon conceded. “Are you here to give me my test scores?”

“The Prince is pleased with your progress, but we’re still waiting for word from our Bujan team. That’s not why I came here.” Silk took out a dreamshade pipe and set it alight with a match. “Do you know anything about the explosion at Frightwall?”

News travels fast, Simon thought. He had received Shabram’s mental notice hardly two hours ago. The Cobweb’s Attic had to connect to Marthrone too. “Maybe, maybe not,” he replied evasively. “Maybe I’ll remember if you were to answer a few questions truthfully.”

“My, aren’t you too bold by half?” Silk smiled thinly. “Fine. You get one question. Don’t bother asking about the Prince though.”

“I’m more curious about you, to be honest,” Simon replied. He knew better than to show too much knowledge of the Prince or their Attic, lest he attract suspicion. “You come out of nowhere with knowledge you shouldn’t have, and I couldn’t find anything about you in my father’s notes. Where do you come from? How did you join the Cobweb?”

“That’s two questions, you greedy fiend.” Silk played with her pipe before deciding to indulge. “Fine. I’m not from Valne, and I was born into the Cobweb.”

Simon blinked. “Born into it?”

“You got your answers,” Silk replied calmly. His confusion amused her. “Now answer my question.”

“Who’s the greedy one now?” Simon shrugged and went along. “The Oracle planned to cast a once in a century Tier X spell at Frightwall tonight to destroy the Crimson Throne, according to my father’s notes. I assume that’s what caused that explosion.”

“Since your brands are still active, I would assume she failed,” Silk mused. “Using shapeshifting prostitutes to cater to city officials’ darkest vices and get dirt on them was a good use of them, I’ll admit.”

“Thank you,” Simon replied. “Between us, does your organization reach as far as Illusea? Not even my father’s services could infiltrate it.”

“Sadly not,” Silk admitted. “Besides the fact the elves’ economy is tightly regulated, leaving very little room for us to infiltrate it, its Augurs foresee crimes before they even happen. We wrote off the region after too many of our smugglers got caught on arrival.”

“Augurs?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “Are those Oracle Vassals?”

“The Augurs are the closest thing that Illusea has to a government.” Silk blew out dreamshade smoke into his face. “From what we gathered, the elven civilization knows neither toil nor want. Golems and enchanted objects do all the manual labor, leaving elves to devote themselves to indolent intellectual pursuits like art, philosophy, or magic. All their citizens are treated the same, with concepts like ‘nobility’ or ‘wealth’ being foreign to them. They live in harmony with nature, with a cadre of seers trained by the Oracle herself taking care of all problems before they even happen, from crime to diseases and natural disasters. Their people don’t even use coins outside of trade with other countries, because they never truly need anything.”

“A civilization of equals without any problem, work, or poverty…” Simon chuckled. “That sounds like a paradise.” 

“You would be right… and our kind cannot prosper in a place where everyone is content,” Silk replied. “Frustration is the wellspring of greed and ambition.”

Simon pondered her words when he heard something at the edge of his consciousness; a familiar voice whispering in his ear, in his soul. “Oh Lord of Dark, Dread Master of the Crimson Throne, listen to my pleas…”

Finally! Simon bolted out of his seat. “Forgive me, but I’ll have to cut this meeting short.”

Silk frowned. “What’s happening?”

“I’m getting a call,” Simon replied as he closed his eyes and focused on the incantation. A presence called out to him, inviting him to join from across the sea. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Oh Emperor of Darkness Everlasting, please answer my call… with these words of fealty and my blood offering, I implore thee…”

Simon surrendered himself to the call rather than resist it and teleported away in a shroud of miasma, much to Silk’s surprise. The office faded away, replaced with a familiar main room lit by candles. The fireplace burned with ghostfire, and Simon stood in his Overlord armor in the middle of a pentagram of blood. 

“Well…” Duchar Honorius stroked his beard outside the circle, his daughter Cassandra watching by his side. “I didn’t expect it to work…”

A surge of emotions rushed through Simon. The last time he had met with the Honorius family was when Louis slaughtered them back in his Darkwood reign. The pain of watching Cassandra, whom he had loved, torn apart before his eyes came back to him in a flash that felt all the more raw after what happened with Remedia. 

Now I remember why I put this off for so long, Simon thought grimly. Pursuing other objectives away from Telluria had mostly been for practical purposes, but a subconscious part of him also wanted to avoid meeting the Honorius family again. A year spent together, and they remember none of it. 

He had to power through it though. Louis had been right about one thing: the past people he knew were ghosts he would have to grieve and accept the demise of. This reign was a necessary evil by design and bound to end in betrayal. Forming new emotional connections would be painful and ill-advised. 

“A pleasure meeting you in the flesh, Duchar,” Simon said. “You too, Cassandra.”

“You know my name?” she asked with slight surprise.

Such words from his former lover felt like daggers to the heart, but Simon retained his composure. His last encounter with Anna had already been a painful experience. 

“I do. It was about time you called me, Duchar. I was wondering when–” Simon stopped upon noticing a ring of solid light rising from the circle around the pentagram. “What’s this? A ward?”

“My apologies, Your Majesty…” Duchar cleared his throat and cancelled the ward around the pentagram. “I wasn’t entirely sure the spell would work according to its specifications in spite of my studies, so I took certain measures to banish back whatever I called should it prove hostile.”

“No harm done,” Simon replied. No self-respecting sorcerer would have tried out a new demon summoning spell without covering their bases. “I’m glad it worked out either way.”

After Duchar stubbornly refused to engage in anything productive until he met Simon personally, he resorted to having Shabram’s agents send Cassandra a scroll including instructions on how to cast the Overlord Call spell Belzemine had developed and then have her present it to her father; trusting that the man would at least recognize the spell for what it was and be curious enough to test it out. 

Duchar Honorius simply couldn’t resist the lure of forbidden knowledge. 

Either way, the Tier V Diabolism Overlord Call spell was a roaring success. Simon finally had a way of crossing vast distances quickly that didn’t rely on either Dungeons or airships. Only a handful of his retainers and allies would have the knowledge to cast the spell for now, but it opened up many new options. 

After short introductions, Simon immediately moved to the heart of the matter. “My servants in the intelligence service shared highly confidential information with you, Duchar, but I have yet to receive your input on them. Have you done any work on it?”

“I have,” Duchar conceded. As Simon suspected, he simply couldn’t resist studying new pathways to forbidden knowledge. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but your father was adamant that I did not share any information with you unless we were to meet in person, even through the brand.” 

That paranoia bothered Simon. He didn’t think his father would have gone through such extensive measures without reason. Reducing the number of Devil Brands had probably been meant to protect himself from soul-based attacks, but the identification requirement… Did someone manage to falsify the Brand of Sloth’s telepathy in a past reign? 

Either way, Duchar had indeed studied the notes Simon had sent him on Justine’s planned Dark Visionary awakening ritual and even done some research on his own. 

“From what I gathered, the idea is to symbolically awaken a ‘third eye’ connected to the Abyss by blending latent Darkblood and Visionary potential,” Duchar summarized. “An incredibly daring and fascinating project. Truly bold. I would dearly love to meet whoever came up with the idea, if possible.”

“I will see what I can do,” Simon replied. He had the intuition that Justine Eligos and Duchar Honorius would hit it off almost immediately, to everyone else’s sorrow and despair. “Do you think this researcher is onto something?”

“I think so, though I cannot be certain. Your Majesty must understand that this is something that has never been done before.” Duchar stroked his beard. “From what I gathered, the ritual would require three things: an alchemical concoction meant to stimulate Your Majesty’s dormant demonic heritage; a potent miasma crystal to act as the ‘third eye’ to awaken; and a unique performance ritual symbolically tying Your Majesty to the Abyss. This researcher’s idea would be to run it as a grand opera play re-enacting Mardok’s creation of the Overlord Class… but I can think of other alternatives.”

“Such as?”

“Since every past Overlord was the Lord of Dark, I believe Your Majesty could achieve the same result by ritually emulating one of their most infamous acts instead of just Mardok’s creation of the Class,” Duchar replied. “Any past Overlord’s crime.”

Like what, my father strangling his pregnant wife to death? Or Gargauth exterminating his own race? Or Mardok enslaving Belzemine? None of these possibilities pleased Simon in the slightest. The opera idea seemed like the least evil possibility, but he currently lacked the time to organize it. And then there’s the matter of the miasma crystal…

With some luck, Simon might get away with using his back-up Dungeon hideout’s core. If not… if not, he would have to find one somewhere. The Zodiac Fiends were probably too dangerous to use considering the risk of possession or them screwing him over due to their sheer hatred of Mardok, but other powerful creatures of the Dark often produced a miasma crystal on death. The alchemical concoction would probably be the easiest component to obtain by comparison. 

Either way, Simon had his hands full with the Cobweb for now, and there was still time to further research the ritual. 

There had to be another option he hadn’t considered yet.



Simon had Belzemine summon him back to Valne soon after his meeting with the Honorius family. Besides the fact that their presence filled him with a pervading feeling of grief, he didn’t dare risk being away too long from Rosanne for now, lest the Cobweb get any ideas.

Simon would return to Telluria in time though. Duchar’s expertise on souls should help him refine his own crafting, and he was now at a high-enough level for Unquestionable Ruler to pacify Hector. Some of his new brands might further stabilize the flesh golem, maybe even let him reintegrate into society to a degree. 

Simon was summoned back to his office by Belzemine inside a circle drawn with her own blood. This one didn’t include a ward binding him in, but Simon still noticed a figure lurking in the shadows behind Belzemine. 

“Incredible… and very clever.” Silk’s voice startled Belzemine, who clearly hadn’t noticed her presence. Not that Simon had expected to keep this particular secret from the Cobweb, considering that they likely had him under constant surveillance… “I didn’t know the Overlord could be summoned like this.”

It was Silk, but not the one Simon had dealt with so far. He could tell the difference in the way she smiled at him. It was the Silk who guided him to Bujan, the talkative one… which could only mean one thing. 

“We’ve confirmed your words, so the Prince will abide by his word,” she said, smirking. “It is time for you to meet the Weavers.”

  

    
        Chapter 121: The Overlord of Crime (5)

    
    
    
    
  The first thing ‘Silk’ did was to have Simon sign a magical contract similar to the one used by the White Unicorn’s conspiracy in Endymion, forbidding him from revealing the Weavers’ identity to outsiders under the pain of death.

“It is a mere formality,” ‘Silk’ said after they stepped into the butcher’s shop. “You’re already neck deep in blood with us, and there’s a solid line of succession for each Weaver to take over should any of them be compromised, but you never know.”

“Yes, I understand…” Simon replied as he considered how to proceed, before realizing this was his best moment to fish for more information. He suddenly froze in place once they entered the Attic through the back of the shop, and pretended to frown at Silk. 

“It’s a great honor to meet the Weavers,” ‘Silk’ said with a hand on a yellow door’s knob, until she noticed his expression. “What is it, Simon?”

“Who…” Simon squinted at her, pretending to suddenly notice something was wrong. “Who are you?”

‘Silk’ feigned confusion. “I’m Silk, who else?”

“No, you are not,” Simon replied as he immediately summoned his mace. The brief trip to Telluria had been worth it just to recover his prized weapon. “You wear her face, but your behavior feels… different. Are you a shapeshifter luring me into an ambush?”

‘Silk’ stared at him for a moment, a pleased smile stretching on her lips. “He’s uncannily perceptive, sister,” she said to no one in particular. “It usually takes them months to notice, and he caught on to me on our first meeting.”

“And some never realize they’re being duped at all,” another voice replied from behind Simon, who turned around to find himself staring at Silk. The real Silk. “Good. Paranoia is a precious quality in our line of work.”

“Sister?” Simon asked, feigning shock and surprise. “You have a twin sister, Silk?”

“Sort of,” the talkative one of the pair replied. “I’m Velvet, and this is my other half, the real Silk. I take orders from the Prince too.”

“But we let people assume we are the same person, so we seem to be everywhere at once,” Silk replied with a hint of amusement. “It unsettles our marks, strikes fear in our subordinates’ hearts, and ensures operations continue should one of us ever be incapacitated.”

“I understand,” Simon replied warily. The twin explanation was significantly more mundane than what he had expected, but he had the feeling there was more to the story. He had already encountered fetches associated with the Cobweb, so they could be doubles or creations of the Prince of Spiders for all he knew. “That’s a clever ploy.”

“As I told you earlier, misdirection is key if you want to survive,” Silk said as the trio walked through the doorway. “Strength invites challenge, and deceit disarms them.”

They walked back into the dark room with the spider statue… except that all five seats were taken this time, with three more added to the mix. 

Ludwig Bert was there, alongside Renal, Lord Albert of Magvolia—that crook who had dared to try and sell off Eole at his auction a few reigns back—and surprisingly, Amadeus Voltobauta himself. Simon knew he was associated with the Cobweb since he attended their auction in Magvolia, but he didn’t imagine he would be one of its ringleaders. 

The other four were unknown to Simon. The first of the strangers was a forty or so year old human male dressed in black, aristocratic attire including a black jacket with vulture feathers around the neckline. His long black hair flowed down his back and framed a clean-shaved, handsome face with piercing dark eyes. His predatory smile sent shivers down Simon’s spine for some reason, even though he looked unarmed. 

The second was a grey-blue werewolf shifter already transformed into their beast form, but with dark pants and mechanical clockwork-like contraptions embedded in their chest. Tubes connected to a cylindrical canister strapped to their back pumped green liquid into their muscles and mouth, and their natural claws had been replaced with metal blades. Their yellow eyes warily assessed Simon like a predator assessing another of their kind. 

The third stranger was perhaps the most unsettling of the lot: a green-skinned, hunchback, obese crone with a long, hooked nose and ears that superficially resembled those of an elf. Her grotesque smile was full of pointed teeth made of gold, silver, and copper, all of them razor-sharp; her white hair was bound into a bun by small children’s bones; her rags incorporating pouches of alchemical components, witch fetishes, amulets of power, and rings. A black cat rested on her lap, and she smelled of gingerbread. 

A hag. 

Simon had heard enough of those creatures to be wary of them. Hags were a subset of the infamously adaptive Goblinoid Tribe, resulting from female members of the species growing in a mana-rich environment. Simon recalled that Mr. Adrissant theorized that this was a case of convergent evolution leading those creatures to emulate dryads. They were as intelligent as humans and capable of great spellcasting feats, and could form covens with Witch Class users to increase their power. 

The fourth stranger was a heavily bandaged figure wearing a ram-like golden helmet covering the upper face of their head, a leather jacket, and pants that Simon recognized as the Archeologist Vassal Class outfit. Simon was more or less certain he was a man, but he could only see a red glow through the helmet’s eyes, and a hint of rotten flesh beneath their wrappings…

These are the Weavers? Simon thought as he examined the people in the room. Nearly every Weaver present reeked of the Dark, except for Renal and Albert. This is a freakshow. 

Did the Prince of Spiders hide among them? Or was their hidden master somewhere else, directing things from afar? 

“Dear Weaver assembly, let me introduce you to our newest Spinner,” Velvet declared. “Overlord Simon Magnos, alias Simon Goldenhell.”

Simon suppressed a scowl. Of course they wouldn’t reveal their identities to him without reminding him they held leverage. The message was simple enough: if he ratted them out, then so would they. 

Simon spotted the bandaged man whispering something into the ear of the black-haired stranger and Ludwig, who both nodded sharply. 

“Your Majesty.” Lord Albert greeted Simon with an obsequious smile. “It is an honor to meet you in the flesh. My condolences on your father’s demise. Emperor Balzam will be dearly missed.”

“He won’t,” Voltobauta mused with a thin smile. “I must say, it is a surprise to see the Overlord among us… just how far does our Prince’s reach extend?”

“Quite far, Lord Voltobauta,” Bert said. “It is a small world, after all.”

“What a beautiful and handsome young man,” the hag said with a sweet, almost motherly voice. She rubbed her hands together. “Granny will take good care of you.”

“I’m not impressed,” Renal said gruffly. “He wouldn’t come to us as a beggar if he were all that strong.”

“He’s stronger than he looks,” the werewolf replied, squinting at Simon. “I feel a… a pressure coming from him. An urge to submit or be destroyed.”

“I must say, I didn’t expect to see Amadeus Voltobauta himself present,” Simon replied calmly. He knew better than to look surprised or intimidated in such company. “What is the Necromancer doing here, may I ask?”

“You’re well-informed, lad,” Voltobauta said with a sharp, calculating gaze. “I’m a new hire, shall we say.”

“He killed his predecessor and forcefully invited himself to this council,” Silk said bluntly. “Lord Voltobauta was causing us many headaches preying on our ships, so the Prince chose to cut him in rather than keep up a pointless feud.”

“I said I would take either a slice of the pie or all of it,” Voltobauta mused. “They picked wisely.”

“Anyway,” the black-haired man cut in with a Lorean accent. His words were soft, but somehow sharply cut through the chitchat. “I would assume the Prince didn’t summon us just so our new guest could watch us bicker. Should we proceed with our own introductions?”

“Allow me,” Velvet said as she waved her hand at each Weaver in turn. “Simon, this is Lord Albert of Magvolia, who handles forging, fraudulent records, and documentation. Right there is Ludwig Bert, merchant-prince of the Bert Trading Company and head of our smuggling branch; the Ninja is Renal of Fablan, leader of the Fangs, our assassination squad…”

Simon guessed he had little to fear from the Cobweb’s hired killers if he had bested its leader in battle in his previous reign, but he knew better than to lower his guard. Numbers and tactics could easily bridge the gap in power, and these Weavers were likely all elites with Class levels. 

“The hag is Granny Radhag of Uyo, our narcotics head,” Velvet said. “She handles our worldwide dreamshade production.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, my child,” the hag said politely. “Curious, I have heard you bound souls to a beer vat. May I ask if that is true?”

“It is,” Simon confirmed, ignoring the whistles from other members of the assembly. 

“Wonderful. I have a faulty cauldron at my home, and you would just delight an old woman if you could fix it…”

“Another time,” Silk said sharply, “Pirate King Voltobauta of Valne is our treasurer and vault-keeper, and the werewolf is Borsh Fleshmonger, our slaver-in-chief. The mummy at his right is Chrom Cruak of Navarre, our head of arcane trafficking. He handles all magical artifacts.”

“Chrom Cruak?” Simon frowned, doubly so at the mention of mummy, which he knew to be a form of undead native to Navarre. They retained their intelligence like liches and often wielded similar powers, though without the phylactery-driven ability to come back from destruction. “That’s an elven name.”

“It was an elven name…” the bandaged figure replied, his voice the rasping echo of a buried crypt. Still, he sounded pleased that Simon recognized his name. “It’s old-fashioned among the living nowadays… more of a curse than anything else.”

“Finally…” Silk tensed up slightly as she introduced the final Weaver present, the black-haired man. “This is Count Thomas Verney of Lore, who handles our legitimate businesses.”

Simon’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. Thomas Verney of Lore was a hero of the White Unicorn Wars, who had fought the Empire of Endymion during its invasion of Magvolia years back. 

“I’ve heard you’ve clashed blades with my brother Louis and lived to tell the tale,” Simon said with genuine respect, having experienced his sibling’s power first hand. “An impressive feat.”

“You are too kind, Your Majesty,” Count Verney said with a smile that put Simon ill-at-ease again. His gut told him there was something wrong with the man, though he couldn’t put his finger on it. “But I wouldn’t be so bold as to say your brother and I ‘matched’ blades. I was lucky to escape.”

“That is more than many can say.” Simon himself included. “Still, should I be wary of you? The White Unicorn and I are mortal enemies.”

“It was another life entirely, Your Majesty,” Count Verney replied with a hint of amusement, as if laughing at a private joke. “While I officially retain my White Unicorn membership, I am tired of all those pointless conflicts. I pursue other ventures now.”

“Most wise, Count of Demise,” the Prince of Spiders’ voice came out of their statue, whose eyes shone bright red. “To sharpen his wicked claws, this young manticore came to us; and to put them to use, I have gathered you all here.” 

Simon crossed his arms. “What am I to do then?”

“To serve and learn, what else?” the Prince replied mirthfully. “At this council’s disposal, you shall be. A task for each of them you shall fulfill, to receive their benediction and proof of loyalty.”

“I’ll start,” Voltobauta said immediately, raising his hand. “Is it true you have a kish girlfriend, Your Majesty?”

Here comes trouble. Simon glared at the Necromancer. “My concubine is not for sale, vampire.”

“If I wanted to bed your woman, I would have stolen her away rather than pay for the privilege, but whatever…” Voltobauta cut straight to the chase. “My favor will be a five minute chat with her in your company. I swear I won’t make a move on her.”

“As for me, my only favor would be that Your Majesty treats me kindly and forgoes any grudge against my person once they take the Crimson Throne,” Lord Albert said, clearing his throat. “In spite of any past… potentially problematic association...”

“You mean your dealings with Magvolian royalists and the White Unicorn?” Simon replied, a drop of sweat falling from the man’s forehead. “Indeed. I know all about the plot, and I let it unfold because it serves my ends.”

“I, of course, only infiltrated those traitors for the sake of gathering information for our beloved empire.” The lie was painfully transparent. “I simply ask for a pardon when Your Majesty inevitably retakes their lands…”

“An oath of friendship and forgiveness, then,” the Prince of Spiders mused. “A boring choice, if a prudent one.”

And one which Simon would gladly betray. His first instinct was to refuse Voltobauta’s demand too, but this would have been counter-productive and raised suspicions. This was clearly some test of loyalty from the Prince. 

I warned you, Eole, Simon thought. We’ll have to be careful and waylay the Necromancer. “I see no issue with either demand.”

“Excellent,” Voltobauta replied with a wicked grin that showed his vampiric fangs. “Let’s not tarry then, unless my esteemed fellow councilors have something else in mind?”

“Oh, there’s no rush,” Granny Radhag said with a small wave of her hand. “Take your time to visit me, dear.”

Renal snorted. “If he’s so strong, I’ll have him cut off some heads later.”

“Ludwig and I need to… examine the Scales for containment first…” Chrom rasped, with Ludwig Bert nodding in agreement. “You will see to our tasks then…”

So those two are interested in the Zodiac Fiends, Simon thought. The ‘containment’ part aroused his suspicion. Did they create Silk’s Crab-binding grimoire? 

As for Fleshmonger the werewolf, his favor was the kind Simon had been dreading the most. “I need more muscle to round up slaves in Telluria,” he said, “That stubborn bitch Vouivre’s feud with House Magnos has disturbed the supply chain. We can grab up an entire tribe’s worth with the Overlord at our back.”

“As for my favor, nothing comes to mind yet,” Count Verney concluded, his head resting on his clenched fist. “I think I’ll wait until everyone else has had their turn.” 

There’s something deeply wrong about that man, Simon thought. He sounded as detached and eerily calm as Louis. Are those two cut from the same cloth? If so, I should stay wary of him.

“Then it is settled then,” Silk decided. “Our newest recruit will have to fulfill favors in this order: Lord Albert, Lord Voltobauta, Renal, Fleshmonger, Granny Radhag, Ludwig Bert, Chrom, and Count Verney.”

Simon nodded in agreement, then proceeded to fulfill the first favor by swearing an oath to Lord Albert that he wouldn’t take revenge on him for his actions and remain his ‘friend’ should he take the Crimson Throne. Of course, this promise would only apply to the current reign, if at all. The Cobweb had taught Simon that their promises weren’t worth the paper they were printed on, and it would be rude not to repay them.  

Treachery cut both ways. 

Once that matter was settled, Silk escorted Simon and Voltobauta back to the Attic. Simon sensed an opportunity to fish for more information and went for it. 

“Every Weaver came from a different country altogether,” he noted. “How did you arrange this meeting so quickly? Do you have a stash of teleport gems hidden away somewhere?”

“You haven’t noticed?” Voltobauta inquired, his gaze wandering to the rest of the Attic. “Each door here leads to a different country or another set of doors somewhere else. It allows us to travel across the world in an instant, but only Silk, her sister, and the gatekeepers know the way around them. I still have no clue how they built it.”

“It was too early for him to learn this secret, Voltobauta,” Silk scolded the Necromancer after leading them back to the butcher shop “Mind your tongue. The Prince allowed you to join us because the costs of removing you outweighed the benefits. Keep pushing, and that will change.”

“Sure, sure,” Voltobauta replied dismissively. “I know my way around Rosanne, so you can go cocoon some poor chap or kick a puppy somewhere else, Miss Black Widow.”

Silk squinted at him, then opened another door and vanished behind it, leaving Simon alone with Voltobauta. Simon would be lying if he said he didn’t find the Necromancer’s behavior towards his allies amusing, though he kept his guard up. The man had been trying to purchase Eole from his colleagues the last time they met. 

“Finally alone, like two lovebirds,” Voltobauta said. He put on a Fiendmask once outside the butcher’s shop to resemble an elegant nobleman, then strolled under the moonlight. “You’re playing the long con, aren’t you?”

Simon froze in place, not only from the question, but from the language the Necromancer had suddenly switched into.

The kish tongue.

“How do you know this language?” Simon asked warily in the same tongue, cursing inwardly. He had hoped to deceive and waylay Voltobauta by pretending Eole could only speak kish. 

“A ghost taught it to me. It’s a dead language—or should be—and I doubt any of the bugs’ spies can understand it, so we should be fine talking in the open.” Voltobauta patted him on the back as if he were an old friend coming to say hello. “I saw the hateful look in your eyes when you spotted Ludwig and Albert. It was so fleeting I doubt anybody else noticed, but I can recognize a man with a murderous grudge. Besides, there’s no way the Overlord would ever play second fiddle to a bunch of crime lords.” 

Simon briefly considered somehow killing the Necromancer where he stood—an unlikely prospect considering his position and the fact they were on the docks in view of witnesses—before holding back. 

“Neither would the Necromancer and Portempête’s pirate king,” Simon guessed, matching the Necromancer’s gaze. “You’re using them for your own ends too.” 

“Your Evilness catches on quick,” Voltobauta replied. “King to king, I only joined those creeps in order to keep an eye on them and learn something I hope your moll can teach me. You have my blessing if you intend to wipe them out. I won’t rat you out to them, or the White Unicorn either.”

“So long as I tell you what you wish to know,” Simon guessed. “Are you blackmailing me, Lord Voltobauta?”

“What can I say, Overlord Magnos?” Voltobauta laughed. “I’m a pirate. I don’t buy, I plunder.”

Simon guessed they had that in common. 



With little other choice, Simon arranged a meeting between Voltobauta and Eole in a safehouse away from the Golden Butterfly to discuss things without ears in the walls… or dispose of the Necromancer away from prying gazes should he learn too much. Voltobauta dropped his Fiendmask on arrival, his vampiric majesty unsettling Eole. 

“I must say, you’re the prettiest little songbird I’ve ever seen,” Voltobauta said with a lurid whistle when he saw Eole for the first time. “If I were a common ruffian, I would have duelled your master for your hand right here and now…”

Eole’s surprise at hearing him address her in the kish language swiftly turned to disgust. “Lay your hands on me, walking corpse, and you will lose them.”

“Sharp tongued too,” Voltobauta said as he raised his hand. “A moment, please. Silence of the Dead.”

Simon sensed an otherworldly chill travel across the room, with an invisible presence settling in the room. A notification popped up. 

The mischievous dead will silence your conversation from unwanted ears. 

“Alright, we should be fine for the next hour or so, though I suggest we stick to speaking in the kish language, just in case,” Voltobauta said, his arms crossing. “You seem a bit too comfortable with your situation for an unwilling sex slave, songbird… you’re in on your boss’ plan, aren’t you?”

This rogue is as sharp as his blade, Simon thought. He guessed it was par for the course with a pirate king. There were dumb pirates and old pirates, but no old dumb pirates. “Ask your question and bother us no more, Necromancer.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll get straight to the point.” Voltobauta stared straight into Eole’s eyes. “Does your kind live on flying islands?”

Eole paled in horror, then immediately turned to Simon without a word with a mix of anger and shock. Simon clenched his jaw and tried to silently tell her to keep quiet, but her reaction already told the pirate king everything he needed to know. 

“Ugh… your expression says it all,” Voltobauta grunted in annoyance and pinched his nose. “I knew it, I’ve lost the bet… I can’t believe that little rascal was right…”

“The bet?” Simon asked, scowling as he remembered a detail Shabram had shared with him all those reigns ago. “I recall that you had a wager going on with the Adventurer, Alcyone Hyades.”

“How—how do you know that?” His question startled Voltobauta. “Ugh, nevermind… long story short, Alcyone and I are tavern buddies. We used to meet every Rogueday at a high-sea bar to drink and exchange stories. We chatted about the monsters we slew, the places we explored, the treasures we found…”

“How do you know of my homeland?” Eole asked sharply, her tone dangerous. 

“My friend Alcyone is an inveterate plunderer of forgotten ruins and dusty old tombs,” Voltobauta said. “I keep telling her you have to be shameless to steal from the dead, but she never listens.”

“You’re a pirate,” Simon pointed out flatly. 

“Yes, exactly, I only rob the living. I have standards.” Voltobauta chuckled. “One day, she came back from some adventure in Telluria with a tall tale. She had found a mural saying that the legendary kish people had fled to a flying island thrown into the sky by the Doom.”

Eole’s expression turned into one of pure horror and despair as she realized her people’s secret was already out. Simon guessed that Alcyone must have found a mural piece similar to the one Mastemo excavated in Telluria… at which point she probably couldn’t resist investigating further. 

Adventurers couldn’t stop poking their noses everywhere.

“Obviously, I told her that rocks don’t fly and that it was a fairy tale,” Voltobauta explained. “Alcyone bet she could prove there were flying islands out there and I, foolish skeptic that I am, accepted the wager. So she went to the Crafter to commission a special airship she hoped could reach the clouds, boarded it, and then… disappeared. I know for sure she isn’t dead because I can’t contact her soul, but I haven’t heard from her in months. My divinations come up blank too.”

“Maybe this Alcyone simply went elsewhere, or doesn’t want to meet with you,” Eole replied icily. She had taken an immediate dislike to Voltobauta. “Or she is busy somewhere else, far away.”

“I don’t think so,” Voltobauta replied calmly, “See, songbird, the Adventurer has a busted Perk, Fast Travel, that allows them to instantly teleport to any place they have ever visited. She should have visited our hangout spot and rubbed her victory in my face if she had found your floating home.”

Simon’s head perked up with immense interest. Teleportation to any place he had ever visited? No other Class offered something like that outside of high tier spells, except perhaps the Summoner, not even Adventurer Vassals. Obtaining that Perk would trivialize so many issues. 

Still, Alcyone was around level seventy according to Shabram’s information, so she was likely out of reach for now… doubly so if she was stranded on a floating archipelago as Voltobauta seemed to believe.

“How does one reach your floating island?” Voltobauta asked Eole. “Endymion would have long learned of its existence if normal airships were enough to reach it.”

“I shall not tell you,” Eole snapped back before turning to Simon for support. “You swore to me word of my people’s Sanctuary wouldn’t spread.”

“And it won’t,” Simon said as he quickly came up with a solution. “Eole can contact her fellow kish from a high enough point and exchange messages. She can simply ask about your friend’s state and location from atop Mount Colt.”

Voltobauta pondered his proposal before nodding. “Alright.”

“Alright?” Eole blinked in surprise, taken aback by his nonchalance. “That’s all?”

Voltobauta scoffed. “Songbird, your boyfriend is the Light-damned Overlord, and he turns anyone who displeases him into golden statues. I haven’t survived this long by picking fights with his kind unless strictly necessary.”

Eole paled. She turned to Simon with a worried look, and turned as silent as a tomb. 

“But I offer a warning, songbird,” Voltobauta said. “Three people can keep a secret if two of them are dead, and if the third is the Necromancer. Others will come looking for Alcyone and her Crestone. The rest of the Cobweb already show interest in kish artifacts too. It’s not a question of if someone will find its way to your home, but when. You would be better off picking allies and protectors rather than delaying the inevitable.” 

“She has an ally, Necromancer,” Simon replied confidently. “The only one that matters.”

“Fair enough.” Voltobauta locked eyes with Simon. “Are we going to have a problem, Magnos?”

“Only if you get in my way,” Simon replied coldly. “I will seek no quarrel with you so long as you don’t interfere with our affairs, nor the kish’s floating islands. Spread word of the latter and I will stake you.”

“I’ll take my chips and leave the table as soon as your bird sings me the answer I need, then.” Voltobauta hesitated a moment before speaking up again. “Between us, Bert isn’t alive, but he’s not an undead either. I’m the Necromancer, so I can usually sense that… except for him or those smiling gatekeepers. Never happened to me before.”

“The gatekeepers are fairy-crafted fetches,” Simon replied, stroking his chin. “You think Bert is one? He feels too… lifelike for that, and I can sense the Dark in him.”

“I don’t think that man is a hollow shell like those gatekeepers. He’s something else. Something… unnatural.” Voltobauta shrugged his shoulders. “Chrom is an undead for certain, though, and while that Lorean count feels alive to me, my Class’ Perks send me… conflicting opinions. Those three are up to something.”

They’re trying to bind Zodiac Fiends, Simon thought. Of course they were up to no good. “Do you have any idea who the Prince of Spiders might be?”

“No clue, but my gut tells me it’s a shell game,” Voltobauta replied with a wicked grin. “I suspect the Prince is among those Weavers. That clever crook is hiding in plain sight among the council, keeping a finger on his network’s pulse.”

Simon had considered that possibility, though he couldn’t exclude the possibility that the Prince of Spiders might be another party entirely. If it was a shell game, he could simply settle on killing all the Weavers one by one until he found the right one. 

Either way, this Voltobauta had proved to be an interesting fellow, and far more reasonable than expected. He might even be a powerful ally if handled with care one day… or a dangerous foe.

“I will take my leave for now,” Voltobauta decided, “Do not tarry, songbird. Being undead does not equal being patient.”

He vanished in a cloud of dark mist without further ado, leaving Simon and Eole alone. The kish bit her lip and took a deep breath full of anxiety. 

“Was it true?” she dared to ask. “Did you… turn people into gold?”

“Yes, I did, though all of them were criminals and ruffians who deserved it.” Simon didn’t deny it. “I warned you I would have to do some heinous things to grease the door open, Eole. We cannot win without dirtying our hands.”

Eole remained quiet. While she was a true idealist, she knew as well as he did what she had signed on to, and the kind of organization they were infiltrating. 

“Eole.” Simon took her hands into his own. It startled her, but she didn’t pull back. “If you want that bloodsucker dead rather than to take the risk, then I’ll destroy him. It’s as simple as that.”

“No, I…” Eole frowned. “He’s not wrong. Hiding won’t protect us forever, and alone… alone we’ll fall.” She looked away. “I’ll ask my people and… warn them.”

“And then?”

“And then…” She pulled her hands back. “Then we’ll see.”
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  Renal called in his favor the next morning, demanding that Simon join him at the butcher shop for immediate departure. 

Since he was warned the assignment might take a few days and didn’t want to leave Eole without protection, Simon sent Belzemine to escort his friend and Voltobauta to Mount Colt to commune with the kish people. He found it unlikely that the Cobweb would try anything this time since it would risk angering the Necromancer, and they also wouldn’t want to risk alienating Simon while he remained useful… but the organization had betrayed him so often he would take no chances. Simon had ordered Belzemine to summon him immediately should an issue pop up and had given Eole a handful of magical items to defend herself with should the need arise. 

He also took a moment to ask Belzemine about Chrom Cruak before their departure, in case the name rang a bell for her… and it did. 

“It is an elven legend,” Belzemine explained. “Long before the Doom, Chrom Cruak was one of the elven people’s greatest warriors: a caretaker and dragonslayer who defended his manatree from monsters and received acclaim. However, as his fame and skills grew, so did his pride. As men and warriors began to flock to his banner, he declared himself their protector, then their guide, then their king. He carved out a great kingdom in what used to be Navarre, and took a human woman he loved dearly for a wife.”

Interesting. Simon knew continental elven communities were relatively autonomous from Illusea and mostly answered to their local dryad, but he didn’t know of any elf calling himself a king. “What happened after that?”

“The queen died of an illness. Chrom Cruak was beset with grief, and asked his kingdom’s dryad to return her soul to life rather than reincarnate her, which she refused… for it would have condemned her to undeath. Enraged, Cruak ordered his mages to commit the unthinkable: to displace the dryad’s soul from the manatree and replace it with that of his dead lover’s.”

Well, Simon had to applaud this man’s mad ambition if nothing else. “Is such a thing possible?”

“No, it is not… but they tried anyway,” Belzemine replied. “The dryad was slain during the ritual and her manatree perished, leaving only a desert of Cruak’s once prosperous kingdom. The dryads then punished Chrom Cruak for their sister’s murder with the first case of Severance in history. 

“The first Severance?” Simon didn’t recognize the term. “This sounds ominous.”

“It is,” Belzemine confirmed, though she showed no emotion when discussing the matter. Simon guessed it was a mere legend to her rather than factual reality. “An elf who undergoes the Severance curse is ritually cut from the Worldsoul. They can no longer recover mana nor reincarnate, condemning their body to waste away and for their soul to wander the world eternally. Our elders used to say Chrom Cruak is still forced to walk the earth to this day.”

They were right. He just stuck around as a rotting corpse rather than a lost soul. If that was indeed the same Chrom Cruak as in the legends. Simon wondered if he and Elios Magnos had crossed paths. That mummy might be one of the few people ‘alive’ who witnessed my ancestor’s fall and the Overlord Class’ creation… He must have a mighty grudge against his kin, too.

Did he plan to unleash demons against Illusea in vengeance? Simon guessed he would learn more once he worked his way into the mummy’s favor.

After settling his affairs, Simon traveled to the butcher shop to find Renal waiting for him with his back against a wall. The ninja skipped all pleasantries. 

“Silk told me you already know about the doorways, so that eases matters,” he said upon inviting him inside the Attic. “What’s your level? Since you can cast Tier V spells, I assume it must be forty or so?”

This one is all business, Simon thought. He noticed that Renal was assuming the Overlord Class followed a spellcasting tier progression similar to that of the Mage. “As if I would tell you. I can tell you don’t trust me, and the feeling is mutual.”

“Hmph. That’s true, I don’t trust you or your skills, but here’s your opportunity to prove me wrong.” A smiling fetch guided him and Renal through a door to the right, which led to a second hallway full of nearly identical portals. “Let’s phrase it another way: do you think you can take on a small squad of level forty plus martial Classes?”

Well, I can take you on. “Yes, without issue.”

Renal nodded in satisfaction. Three times they walked through multiple corridors of identical doors until the last threshold led them into some kind of workshop full of various shelves and tables strewn with weapons, books, and maps. This hammered down the Attic’s mazelike nature to Simon. He could barely recall which doors to take to return to Rosanne. He would need either a guide like the smilers or a map to find his way to another location. 

“Where are we?” Simon asked as Renal took him outside into a small fishing village of roughly two dozen thatched palm huts packed on the shore, near a pier hosting five or so strange wooden ships that matched the description he’d heard of Fablan ‘junks.’ Most importantly, he noticed that the sky was dark and full of stars, while the sun was high in the heavens when they left Rosanne. “The other side of the world?”

“We’re in a pirate den in Fablan,” Renal explained curtly. “We use the area to smuggle assets into the country undetected. It’s close to our targets’ location in the Spirit Mountains.”

“The Spirit Mountains?” Simon had spent enough time discussing Fablan art with Remedia to pick up a few things about the country. “Aren’t those goblin-infested peaks separating Fablan’s civilized lands from its savage north?”

“Aren’t you well-learned?” Renal sounded cautiously appreciative. “You’re right. Those are bad grounds, but I figured the Overlord should have no troubles with the local critters, unlike my men.”

From what Simon read and learned from Remedia, Fablan’s northern side—the Yamimakai region—was infested with monsters, spirits, and goblinoid tribes that had threatened human settlers since time immemorial. An orc or ogre warlord managed to unite them every few decades or so to threaten the south, which fostered a martial culture among the locals. The Spirit Mountains served as a natural border and a good place for the nation’s defenders to level-up. 

“You have three targets.” Renal searched under his ninja coat and brought out three small cards. Each showcased a human’s detailed portrait—two men, one woman—with detailed text written beneath. “The Monk’s three disciples.”

Simon’s head perked up in interest as he examined the cards. The contents reminded him of Dassein’s bounty posters, except far more detailed in that they included details like the targets’ Class levels, known Perks, tidbits of personal history, and even tactical suggestions on how to take them on. 

Reiko Yuzuhara, the ‘Bamboo Bandit Princess,’ level 48 Deathclaw, unknown number of Ninja levels; ‘Golden Fist’ Masaru Ito, level 44 Godhand; and Yashamaru Vepar, level 45 Kineticist. 

“We usually post open bounties for lesser targets, letting other criminals do the deed and simply pay them for it,” Renal explained, “We Fangs directly intervene when the target is too important or powerful to be left to common bounty hunters, or when we don’t want the hit tracked back to the Cobweb. Cards like these are usually what we distribute to our operatives prior to a mission.”

“This one is one of the viceroy’s relatives,” Simon said, pointing at Yashamaru’s card. The former royal line of Fablan had been incorporated as House Vepar when they bent the knee to Endymion.  

“He’s the Monk’s nephew, and the most magically talented of the three,” Renal said. “These three train in the Spirit Mountains to cull local goblinoids and level-up. We’ve ensured that the Monk is busy elsewhere, so now’s a perfect opportunity to kill them all without his interference. Make it look like a monster hunt gone wrong, and leave no witnesses.”

In spite of his clear dislike of Simon, Renal proved to be a professional employer who provided detailed intel and support to his new ‘freelancer.’ A boatsman would ferry Simon to the foot of the peak where the trio was rumored to train, at which point he would be on his own to find and slay them. Simon also received a scroll containing a bestiary of creatures he might encounter, a rough map stolen from border patrols, and a teleport gem to return to the smuggler hideout once the task was complete. 

“The Monk might have taught them rare or specialized techniques outside their core Class’ common abilities, so treat our intel as incomplete when considering your plan of attack and assume they’ll punch above their assessed levels,” Renal concluded. “Bring back a body part from each so we can confirm they’re dead. A finger or a tooth will do.”

“Why kill them?” Simon inquired. “Did they cross the Cobweb somehow?”

“I have no clue,” Renal replied with a shrug. “We Fangs handle the hits, not the politics. The Prince marked those three for death, and that’s all either of us needs to know.”

“Understood.” Simon guessed he would have to ask Shabram. He had the sneaking suspicion this might play into the Prince’s plan for the Zodiac Fiends, considering one of the demonbarrows was located in Fablan itself. “How long do I have?”

“Their excursions tend to last four to five days, so the sooner the better.” Renal crossed his arms. “Come back victorious, or not at all.”

“You make it sound like the outcome is in doubt,” Simon replied with a smile. “I don’t bring back news, I bring obituaries.”



A few hours later, Simon boarded a small river boat traveling towards the Spirit Mountains under the cover of the night. He spent the trip familiarizing himself with his quarry. All of them used a Monk Vassal Class—probably to ensure they could transfer levels should they inherit the Noble Crestone—with a few variants. 

Simon immediately knew Masaru Ito would be the most dangerous target in spite of having the lowest level of the three. A bald martial artist who spent his entire life training in a monastery to serve in Fablan’s royal guard, he was apparently selected as a disciple by the Monk after winning multiple martial art tournaments in a row. His Godfist Class focused on demonslaying and Light-aligned techniques, which meant he might hit Simon as hard as the Paladin. 

The only girl of the three, Reiko Yuzuhara—a young woman with a rather noticeable scar on her left cheek—was a former bandit from the Spirit Mountains’ region, ironically enough, and who used to rob both local travelers and goblinoids alike. She ended up trying to steal from the Monk during one of his training sessions without knowing his identity, and her moxie impressed him so much that he took her under her wing. Her Deathclaw Class focused more on speed, Soul-aligned elemental effects, and instadeath attacks, which likely made her the least dangerous foe to Simon personally. However, she knew the region like the back of her hand and apparently used an enchanted sword of some kind. 

Finally, Yashamaru Vepar was a nephew of the viceroy whose father had been slain after trying to overthrow his brother. Although he had been spared, on account of his age, he had been treated with suspicion and kept away from power. His apprenticeship was his chance to regain his honor and prestige. His Kineticist Class focused on channeling raw elements rather than pure hand-to-hand techniques, making him a threat at range. 

All in all, they shouldn’t be too much of a threat to Simon on paper on account of their Vassal Classes and lower levels, at least so long as he avoided getting into melee combat with them, since Monk Vassal Classes excelled in close-combat. However, they all covered each other’s weaknesses and Renal’s warnings rang true. He had to assume they could punch above their weight. 

At least it would be an occasion to recover their Crestones. Renal said nothing about them, after all…

Shabram also provided him with much-needed insight on why the Prince of Spiders wanted them dead. 

“A short-lived palace coup broke out when Fablan bent the knee to Endymion, with the current Monk having to put down his brothers and their families,” Shabram explained. “Since he had no living children, Viceroy Koryu Vepar decided to break the tradition by taking disciples among the best martial artists in Fablan. One of them will become his successor as Monk.”

Simon immediately caught on to the plan. “Does one of the rejected candidates have criminal ties?”

“Indeed. The fourth in line, a powerful martial arts sect guru called Moryo, was accused of loaning his disciples as enforcers to local crime syndicates, though nothing was ever proved.” 

Remedia learned from Renal that the Cobweb had been expending considerable resources into establishing a foothold in Fablan’s underworld. Simon supposed that this plan tied into it. The Prince of Spiders must have offered Moryo their support in securing an apprenticeship by taking out his rivals in return for future favors. Killing off the Monk’s disciples would make the ploy obvious, but a full on massacre would muddy the waters enough for the traitor to slip in with the newest batch of recruits. 

It was a devious plan. In the best case scenario, the Cobweb might obtain access to the Monk Noble Crestone or Fablan’s throne in the near future; at worst, they would place a like-minded ally near the viceroy.

You spin a big web, spider, Simon thought. I'll let you add more strands this time around… so I can better burn them the next.

After arriving at a cove near the mountains as dawn rose from the east, Simon disembarked and called his spectral horse to ride the winds. 

His newest Warmonger Perk let him share any spell he cast on himself with his mount, so his Nightveil and Energumen turned him and his steed into flying shadows gliding among the clouds. The Spirit Mountains were quite beautiful from on high, with stone peaks rising from a sea of pines shrouded in mist. He looked for any sign of smoke or campfire in the hope of locating his prey. 

The first sight of smoke he spotted guided him to a goblinoid camp housing half a dozen orcs, twice as many goblins, and an ogre. They reached out for their spears and maces the moment Simon showed up, but it only took a look at the shadowy rider rolling down from the sky for them to scream, ‘Dullahan! Dullahan!’ and try running away rather than fight him. Simon blocked their path with a well-placed Hellfrost ice barrier.

“Please, Lord Dullahan!” they begged in their native tongue as they either threw their weapons on the ground in surrender, or shook in abject fear, even the ogre. “Please don’t kill us!”

A dullahan? Simon knew those creatures to be powerful, beheaded undead riders feared across the world, but he still had his head on his shoulders. He guessed Nightveil’s obscuring effect—and Unquestionable Ruler—could cause some confusion. 

“Enough!” Simon snapped with a booming voice as his steed landed on the ground, the wind smothering the campfire. “Lower your heads or lose them!” 

They all bowed, the ogre outright slamming his head into the campfire’s embers in a sign of submission. Simon waited a few seconds, the tension in the air growing palpable, before grabbing his cards. 

“Those three souls are my quarry,” Simon declared. “Help me in my hunt for their souls, and I shall not harm you.”

The goblinoids all spat and grumbled when they saw the portraits. “Those three… we were looking for them too, Lord Dullahan,” one of the orcs grunted. “Hunting them down by smell, yes!”

“They killed many of Lord Onishogun’s men,” a goblin added with a shrill, mousy voice. “He promised riches to anyone bringing him their heads!”

“Onishogun?” Simon inquired. “Who’s this?”

“Lord Onishogun is the future demon king!” one of the orcs boasted. “The greatest ogre-mage in all of Yamimakai!”

“Once all the other warlords have bent the knee, we’ll cross the mountains and slaughter the humans!” the ogre added eagerly while licking his lips. “I can already taste them on my tongue… the flesh of women and children, salted with tears…”

Beyond his disgust for these creatures, Simon had to admit he was curious. Yamimakai was a backwater’s backwater for Endymion, to the point someone like Shabram likely never heard of this Onishogun. 

This land might be a good place to level-up as Overlord one day, now that I think of it. Simon had progressed quite a bit by running a cult in the Darkwood; carving out a small goblinoid kingdom in Yamimakai ought to provide a similar influx of experience. Fablan remained neutral during the civil war, if I remember right. News of my presence in its outlands might never reach the mainland… 

Simon had grown so strong that levels were getting harder and harder to get. It wasn’t like he had the strength to claim the Crimson Throne for now, so openly ruling a distant fief as warlord might give him some much needed experience and let him investigate the local demonbarrow. 

He had his hands full with the Cobweb for now, but it could be an option for a future reign.

Either way, the ogre had apparently caught the trio’s scent a few hours’ walk away from here. The goblinoids had planned to confront the disciples in an ambush, but Simon knew they would be slaughtered in minutes. They had no Classes, and he was single-handedly massacring their kind in Valne before he even hit level thirty. They couldn’t win. 

Not without a little push. 

“It seems we share a common enemy,” Simon declared as he opened his hand and summoned his Devil Brands. “How about getting a spice of infernal power to go along with the taste of blood?”

It would be a good occasion to test just how much of a boost the Brand of Wrath provided in combat…



He found the three disciples training atop a cliff. 

Simon had his phantom steed fly in circles above them while using Hellwind to shape the clouds in a way that would shroud his movements. The massive bluff overlooked a valley shrouded in mist where tall stone spires covered in foliage rose from a sea of trees. The trio was busy punching an enormous rock with their bare fists. Were they trying to reinforce their base stats through training? 

Simon’s increasing Perception stat had sharpened his senses, and though he couldn’t hear what they were saying, he had a good view of them. Masaru was a tall, thirty-something man with bulging muscles and a bald head so smooth it almost shone in the sunlight, thick eyebrows, and brown eyes. He went shirtless and barefoot, with his pants held up by a sash. 

Meanwhile, Yashamaru’s familial resemblance to the imperial admiral Mizuko Vepar was unmistakable. Same black hair tied into a ponytail, same cold, dark eyes, same poised and refined movements. His Class outfit was some strange garment, including a blue shirt and a black surcoat, with black pleats covering his trousers. He kept his arms crossed and brooded in a corner.

Finally, Reiko was a tall and slim young woman with long brown hair done in two braids, dark eyes, and a claw-scar on her right cheek. She dressed in a red, ninja-like attire with armor plates covering her shoulders, ankles, and chest. She was no great beauty nor felt intimidating like Vouivre, but there was ruggedness about her, like a sheathed blade ready to strike at a moment’s notice.  

Masaru said something that caused Reiko to chuckle, then bent her back in an imitation of an old person. Whatever she answered, it caused Masaru to explode while Yashamaru rolled his eyes with a thin smile. They seemed to get along well. 

It’s a shame they have to die, Simon thought with a dash of guilt. These three reminded him of Alphonse’s party. It’s the Darkwood all over again. 

He told himself it would be a necessary evil to wipe out a greater one, and that he would spare them the next time around. He had deceived and betrayed Elaine, Mastemo, and so many others. What were a few more strangers to the count?

“Proceed,” Simon ordered with a telepathic call. 

A volley of fireballs coursed across the sky straight for the bluff. 

The three disciples reacted in an instant. Ectoplasmic, greenish flames swirled around Reiko’s hands, Masaru’s skin turned into gold, and Yashamaru instantly leaped in the air with a lateral kick. The very wind appeared to bend and follow his movement, creating a wall of air that absorbed the fiery blasts. 

Simon’s troops advanced onto the cliff, sandwiching the disciples between them and the void below. The Brand of Wrath had transformed them all. The goblins’ skin had become magma and their hands flickered with flames; the orcs had grown horns in the middle of their faces and gained a few feet in height; and the ogre had doubled in size until it rivaled a troll in bulk, with bulging muscles, black horns, and porcine tusks. He had also traded his mace for an uprooted tree trunk. All in all, they looked more like a demonic warband than a goblinoid raiding party now. 

“Goblins, stay in the second line and support your allies with fireballs while they engage in melee,” Simon ordered his troops. “Target the bald one first.”

His soldiers advanced with a roar that sent nearby birds flying away, spears and blades raised for the kill… only for a wall of stone spikes to rise from the ground and halt their charge before it could truly begin. Yashamaru had struck the ground with a kick that rippled through the cliff and caused obstacles to intercept the orcs. 

His two allies engaged the enemy in close combat at impressive speed, though Reiko was the quicker of the two. The ghostflames around her hands reshaped themselves into sharp claws that beheaded an orc and lacerated another’s chest to the point of death. The others attempted to flank her with their spears, but she moved nearly as fast as Renal when Simon fought the Ninja in Cocagne, leaving a trail of pink petal blossoms in her wake. Meanwhile, Masaru had shattered the ogre’s makeshift weapon with a kick and began to brawl with the much larger foe, his fists matching the demonic goblinoid's stone-shattering blows. 

Those three fight well together. Simon noted that Yashamaru redirected the winds to not only deflect the goblins’ fireballs, but also deflected them back at their senders. The critters had to run around to avoid being blasted by their own attacks. Strength, speed, and magic. A balanced composition. 

The Brand of Wrath had burned away his soldiers’ fears with demonic fury, so they fought relentlessly in spite of being clearly outmatched. The ogre exchanged a few blows with Masaru and shrugged off punches before the Godfist grabbed his arm and tossed him over the cliff; Reiko had to stay on the move to avoid orcish spears; and the goblins switched to climbing up the stone spikes to claw at Yashamaru, forcing him to punch and kick them away. 

Simon assessed that the Brand of Wrath granted its wielder the equivalent of nine, maybe ten levels worth of a power boost; enough to multiply a creature’s strength, but unfortunately for the horde below, not enough to close the gap in skill with the Monk’s disciples. While lasting more than a few minutes against a group of powerful Class users was already a feat in itself, the battle’s outcome was already decided. 

I should look into a self-destruction spell, Simon thought as he watched Yashamaru unleash a fireball from his palm. Besides the fact that one of his Titles would let him survive it, which could give anyone pushing him to his limits one last nasty surprise, he could then teach it to minions doomed to die in battle. I’ll ask Belzemine when I return. Perhaps I can customize an existing spell with Adaptive Spellcasting. 

It didn’t take long until the dozen or so-strong goblinoid warband had shrunk to a handful of doomed survivors. Reiko’s head snapped up to the clouds after slaying the last orc, her eyes searching for something unseen. 

Does she sense me watching them? Simon had heard the Monk had extremely high Perception, to the point they could pluck off a fly’s wings with their fingers according to rumors. Either way, I have seen enough.

Simon had his horse dive down closer to the ground and then swerve the second the trio was within range of a certain spell.

“Countdown.”

Numbers appeared over all the disciples, dooming them to death. 

Reiko shouted something and pointed at the sky, likely to warn her teammates of the enemy above, but Simon already had his steed move away from the cliff. Now that he had cursed the three with Countdown, his best strategy would be to simply deny them a battle and wait for his magic to kill them unless they somehow managed to free themselves from his spell. 

He avoided air blasts thrown by Yashamaru and spotted Masaru running along the cliff as if to take a leap and catch Simon. It was a doomed effort. Simon was over a hundred meters above them. Not even the Berserker could jump that high–

Masaru jumped, the very ground cracking beneath his feet with a booming noise. Simon barely had time to blink as a golden blur crossed the void and caught up to him. 

“Hi there,” Masaru said with a smirk.

He punched Simon’s horse and shattered its ghostly skull in a single blow.
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  The good thing about riding a magical undead horse created from an Overlord’s lifeforce, was that they didn’t really need their head to ‘live.’ 

Simon blasted Masaru back to the dirt below where he belonged with a well-placed Hellthunder, then ordered his headless horse to keep flying away… until the wind suddenly began to change direction and caused his mount to trip in midair. Simon glanced back at the cliff to see Yashamaru waving his hands at him and reshaping air currents to immobilize his steed. 

How can a Monk Vassal Class command the winds?! Simon cursed as he spotted a slightly bruised Masaru and Reiko preparing to leap back up into the sky after him. I can’t let them catch up to me. 

With his horse neutralized, Simon used Hellfire to propel himself away a few seconds before Reiko sliced apart his mount with her ghost-claws in midair. Simon barely had time to land on one of the stone spires before he saw Masaru’s shadow falling down on him, fist raised. 

Putting on his Strength for Speed ring to increase his Agility, Simon countered with a Chaos Wave that threw Masaru back. The Godhand spun in the air mid-flight to land on another stone spire to Simon’s right, while his ally leaped on one to his left. Yashamaru glided down with the winds the same way his phantom steed ran on them and quickly cut off the last escape route, trapping Simon in the middle of a triangle. 

I’m surrounded, Simon thought as he quickly renewed his buffs, especially Energumen and Shadowshield. Oh well. Violence it is. 

“First time I see a dullahan running away from battle,” Masaru mused with a grin. “I thought their kind pursued their quarry to the death?”

“A dullahan is a beheaded rider, Baldy, not the horse,” Reiko replied warily, shuriken flashing in her hands. “This shadow thing is something else.”

“Guys, focus,” Yashamaru admonished his teammates as he waved his hands and called out the ambient mist to him. “His curse will kill us within minutes unless we force this monster to lift it!”

“I wasn’t running away,” Simon replied, “I was being merciful.”

Reiko sneered. “How so, by giving us a free shot at your fleeing back?”

“I gave you time to tell each other goodbye, but it seems you would rather die screaming.” Simon chuckled darkly and then blasted them with the darkest terror. “Dreadful Aura!”

They were too strong to die on the spot and had Perks lessening Terror effects, but fear caused their resolve to briefly waver and leave them open for attack. Simon struck first by casting Night Raid at Yashamaru, a swarm of abyssal bats materializing from his hand. The man caused the mist around him to condense into a sphere of water that shielded him from the attackers. 

Reiko immediately used the opportunity to leap across the void and throw a volley of shuriken at Simon. Predicting her next move on account of her Ninja levels, Simon dodged the projectiles. She used a Kawarimi to switch places with a shuriken in an attempt to blindside him, but Simon quickly struck with a Chaos Wave that blasted her down into the valley below. 

Watching that girl use Kawarimi aroused Simon’s envy. He had tried to replicate the Technique soon after the reign began and failed. Kawarimi’s knowledge had been engraved in the Ninja Crestone itself, and while he could feel a vague phantom memory of it imbuing his flesh, he hadn’t mastered it enough to replicate it after losing the Ninja Class. He hoped to correct that failing during this reign. 

Unfortunately, Masaru immediately exploited Chaos Wave’s brief cooldown to rush across the void and kicked Simon in the chest with a troll’s strength. His Unyielding Essence should have let him shrug it off, but the blow hurt anyway. Renal’s intel that a Godhand’s fists were treated as magical weapons rang true. 


Supereffective hit!



The kick thinly cracked the Overlord’s chest plate and sent Simon plummeting into the void alongside Reiko. Simon looked up midfall to see Yashamaru descending after him, the mist turning into spears of ice in his hands. Trusting Renal’s intel, Simon pointed a finger at him before he could throw them. 

“Petrify.”

Yashamaru turned to stone mid-motion. He fell with his ice spears into the mists below alongside Simon and his teammate.

“Yasha!” Reiko called out in horror as she caught the nearest stone spire and began to run down its surface after her petrified teammate. 

“Reiko, catch him!” Masaru shouted from above as he dove down after Simon, who immediately tried to strike him with Petrify… to no avail. He simply ignored the ailment, unlike his teammate, though Simon sensed it wasn’t absolute immunity. 

Petrification and paralysis resistance, as predicted, Simon thought. I feared Renal might have deceived me, but his intel is mostly accurate so far. 

Using Hellfire to control his flight a bit, Simon managed to safely land in the misty valley below in a clearing so shrouded in fog that the sunlight hardly reached the ground. He heard a big ‘thump’ not far away, followed by a rush of experience and a wail that informed him Reiko hadn’t managed to catch her teammate in time.

Simon had lost sight of those two because of the fog, but Masaru landed not far from him with such a powerful impact that it sent dirt flying all over. His grin had faded away and he immediately rushed at Simon with glowing fists of gold, the number over his head having fallen from three to two. 

Simon intercepted him with an Ectoplasmer blast, but the Godhand outright punched the spirit projectile to pieces with a glowing fist. Since the infocard warned that Masaru would heal from physical ailments like poison, and he needed an opportune time to cast Chaos Wave, Simon adjusted his strategy by switching his Strength for Speed ring for his Spell for Speed one, trading his strength reduction for a magical one. 

Thankfully, an Overlord’s spiked gauntlet did count as a weapon as far as Warmonger was concerned, which gave Simon a slight, intuitive understanding of hand-to-hand combat. He began to trade punches with Masaru, dodging light-empowered fists and retaliating with his own punches. However, he quickly found himself forced on the defensive as Masaru also targeted his knees with his kicks. 

Warmonger only helps with my fists. Simon was a boxer exchanging blows with a martial artist, using only his fists when the enemy also incorporated footwork into their movements. He would have me on the ropes if it were an official match. 

A pity Simon never fought fair.

He activated Chaos Wave without warning, throwing Masaru back before he could land a punch on him, then triggered his Devil’s Arm spell and aimed straight for his heart. His claws only dug skin deep into Masaru’s chest—his very flesh felt stronger than steel—but that was alright. All Simon needed was physical contact. 

“Timethief,” Simon cast.

He stole Masaru’s time, slowing his previously fast movement while his own reaction time sharpened. 


Haste status!



Simon grinned behind his helmet as he summoned his mace and began to pummel Masaru with it. The Godhand had grown sluggish and barely managed to raise his arms to defend himself, only to be pummeled into the ground. Simon’s mace struck fast enough for the wind to whistle in its wake, leaving bloody bruises that would not heal and draining Masaru of his strength. Simon’s relentless assault soon brought the Godhand to his knees.

I have you now, Simon thought as he raised his mace for a fatal blow to his head, when something caught his arm. Ropes coiled around his limbs and throat to impair him. 

No, not rope.

Hair.

Simon’s head snapped to the left, spotting Reiko. The woman had managed to sneak up on him under the cover of the mist without making so much as a sound. Her hair had grown unnaturally long and surged to grab him like a kraken’s tentacles, their strands as strong as steel wire. 

“Masaru!” She shouted at her teammate as Simon tried to force himself free. “The Ten Thousand Fists secret Technique!”

Masaru quickly adopted a strange stance with his left hand raised in a half-prayer open palm, and the other a fist pointed at Simon. His golden body began to glow, with over a dozen spectral arms of light appearing behind his back. 

What the… Simon blinked in surprise as the arms multiplied. That wasn’t on the card–

Masaru struck him with ten thousand fists.

The Slow ailment drastically decreased the target’s speed by altering their personal timeline, yet Masaru’s hands of light began to strike Simon so fast he could barely see them move. They pummeled him from all angles with sacred power rippling through his miasma armor, the impacts reverberating beneath his skin and into his ribs. 


Supereffective hit! Your Rampart & Barrier have been shattered! Supereffective hit! Supereffective hit!



The constant blows pushed Simon back without any respite. He would have managed to wrench himself free without Reiko’s hair halting his movements, but as it was, all he could do was raise his arms to protect himself. He had to break the combo before the damage piled up beyond recovery. He quickly switched his Spell for Speed ring for his Strength for Speed one and counterattacked. 

Mindflayer.

His dark thoughts rippled into the form of an unseeable cone of psychic energies that knocked Masaru back and broke his concentration, throwing him back with a snarl and causing his arms of light to vanish. 

“The flesh is strong, but the spirit is found wanting!” Simon taunted them as he stored his mace into his inventory, then used Devil’s Arm to grab Reiko by the throat. “Hellfire!”

Reiko barely had time to blink as flames erupted from Simon’s hand. He burned her skull until the flesh melted off her bones, pretty hair and all. 

Masaru attempted to rise back to his feet, but Simon simply struck him with Mindflayer again and kept him pinned in place with psychic torture. The Countdown over his head fell from one to zero, extinguishing his life. All that remained of the Monk’s disciples were corpses, soul gems, and the rush of a level-up.  


Level 56 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster IV (Passive): You have learned how to craft Consumables such as wands, bombs, or magical gems, but they must include miasma as part of their creation.



That was less experience than I expected, Simon thought. He sensed a penalty of some sort, likely from the fact that he had been ten to seven levels above those three individually. Even murder might not be enough of an atrocity to satisfy my Class one day... 

Either way, the job was done. Simon found Yashamaru’s broken stone pieces nearby. He lifted his Petrify curse, then burned his and his fellow disciples’ remains to make it seem like they had run afoul of a dangerous monster. The nearby corpse of the ogre that Masaru had thrown to his death earlier would complete the crime scene.

I’m sorry, Simon apologized to the corpses as he looted their Crestones. Reiko had actually had two, her Deathclaw and Ninja ones. I swear your deaths won’t be in vain. 

Perhaps he should send them some anonymous magical gifts in a future reign as penance? Would it even matter?

Either way, Simon grabbed the Ninja Crestone like an old friend. Re-acquiring the Kawarimi and progressing in the Class further would no doubt help him. He cancelled the Overlord outfit and activated Ninja, sensing the mana coalesce around him into a garb–

A pervading feeling of wrongness suddenly washed over Simon like a cold shower, followed by a simple notification. 


ERROR!



Huh? 

The Ninja Class outfit shattered back into raw mana without warning, leaving Simon dazzled and confused. Twice more he tried to activate the Crestone, to no avail. Each time the garb would begin to materialize, only to dissipate halfway. 

What was going on? Did the Vassal Crestone include a safeguard preventing it from being used by anyone except the late Reiko, like the War Party’s ones? Simon switched to using the Deathclaw one, quickly putting on the same silken garb Reiko had been wearing before her death. 


Deathclaw: The hand of death itself, a master of forbidden martial arts who channels the ancestors’ power to strike the soul itself. 

Strength B, Vitality C, Agility A, Perception A, Magic B, Intelligence C, Charisma D, Luck D.

Innate Perk: Spirit Body Mastery (Passive): You can learn any Body and Unarmed Techniques, but only those channeling the Physical, Soul, or Ailment elements. 

Innate Perk: Vital Sight (Passive): You can immediately detect an individual’s pressure points, such as nerve clusters or fracture points, letting you land critical hits more easily and with more impact. 

Innate Perk: Spectral Fist (Passive): You can strike intangible targets as if they were solid. 

Level 1 Perk: Martial Arts I (Passive): You gain medium proficiency in unarmed combat (x1.5 damage). 



This one is working fine for me, Simon thought, a sick feeling settling in his gut. What about the others? 

He put on the Godhand outfit and then the Kineticist one, testing them out. 


Godhand: A martial artist who dedicates themselves to the pursuit of enlightenment through meditation and righteous vows. 

Strength A, Vitality A, Agility B, Perception B, Magic D, Intelligence E, Charisma D, Luck D.

Innate Perk: Sacred Body Mastery (Passive): You can learn any Body and Unarmed Techniques, but only those channeling the Physical, Light, Life, and Support elements. 

Innate Perk: Sacred Fist (Passive): Your body is considered a magical weapon, and you can strike intangible targets as if they were solid. 

Level 1 Perk: Martial Arts I (Passive): You gain medium proficiency in unarmed combat (x1.5 damage). 

Kineticist: A martial artist capable of bending all four elements in their search for inner harmony. 

Strength C, Vitality B, Agility B, Perception A, Magic B, Intelligence C, Charisma D, Luck D.

Innate Perk: Element Body Mastery (Passive): You can learn any Body and Unarmed Techniques, but only those channeling the Fire, Water, Earth, and Wind elements. 

Innate Perk: Mana Sense (Passive): You can detect the ambient flow of mana in the air within a ten-meter radius of yourself. 

Level 1 Perk: Martial Arts I (Passive): You gain medium proficiency in unarmed combat (x1.5 damage). 



The rest of the group’s Crestones worked perfectly fine for him, except the Ninja one. 

Simon had a bad feeling about this. 



With his mission accomplished, Simon looted the trio’s soul gems for future use, spent his teleportation gemstone to return to the smuggler’s cove and then made his way back to the Attic’s door. One of its many fetch guardians went to contact Renal to confirm his task was complete. 

“Back already?” Renal scoffed after checking the three fingerbones Simon had taken from his victims as proof of his success. “Color me impressed. I thought it would take you a few more days.”

“I told you it would be no issue for me.” Simon hadn’t even needed to sap lifeforce from his cows to keep himself going, unlike most other opponents. “Are we done then?”

“We’ll be after you hand over those fools’ Crestones.” Renal extended his hand. “Did you really think you could keep them?”

Simon scowled in annoyance. “Our accord didn’t mention them.”

“Don’t take it the wrong way,” Renal replied. “I have a finder’s keeper policy, but we can’t run the risk of Fablan sorcerers’ divinations showing those Crestones half a world away from Fablan. I’ll pay you the Crestones’ price or provide you with others as a replacement for your trouble.”

“That’s… surprisingly fair, I guess,” Simon commented. He hadn’t expected Renal to offer compensation for the confiscation. “To be honest, I half-expected your infocard to contain erroneous information to ensure I would be in for a nasty surprise, but your intel was almost entirely accurate.”

“What kind of fool do you take me for?” Renal grunted. “I’m a professional. If you want to live long in this business, you’ll learn to keep your personal feelings and entanglements out of the workplace. The fact I don’t like you doesn’t mean I’ll let that affect the job.” 

Simon gained a slightly greater respect for the Ninja. Not enough to keep him alive once he tracked down the Prince of Spiders, of course, but he might give him a chance to serve as an undead. 

“I’ll take replacement Vassal Crestones for my lieutenants, if you can obtain any,” Simon decided upon handing the Crestones over to Renal. This was mostly an excuse to get his hands on more Class schematics he could replicate for himself in the future. “The Ninja one is broken though. It wouldn’t activate for me.”

Renal raised an eyebrow and then studied it. A wave of mana coursed through him, a new Ninja outfit overwriting his own. 

“It’s working perfectly for me,” he said. “Must be your Overlord Class interfering with it.”

That’s what bothers me, Simon thought grimly. The fact that Renal could use the Crestone pointed to an ugly possibility. “I thought that at first, but it didn’t interfere with the other three Crestones.”

“You must have pissed off the Rogue spirit somehow,” Renal mused. “See, all Vassal Crestones of a given type tap into the same Class archetype. They’re like key copies used to open a door. If I were to lose my Ninja Crestone, I could continue to level-up in my Class as soon as I obtain a new one without losing my progress, but if the doorkeeper knows not to let you in, no key will ever work.”

His words pointed to the same possibility that Simon had been considering: that he had an access problem. 

Class information and Perks came from archetypes dwelling in the Worldsoul, which was a linear dimension shaped by people’s memories and beliefs. Individuals connecting to it through Crestones tapped into the wisdom and accumulated experience to gain Perks, with each new level further attuning their soul to the Class’ ideal through experience. 

So what happened when a non-linear soul tried to connect to it? 

Class information was engraved into him on some level, since his base stats improved thanks to mana attunement, but he had lost access to the non-Overlord Perks he’d gained whenever a new reign began. He had been wondering how to reconcile this paradox for a while and came up with a rather worrying explanation. 

Class levels were engraved in Simon’s soul and slowly strengthened his base stats, but non-Overlord Class Perks were abilities granted by the Worldsoul itself. The Ninja Class, itself a vassal of the Rogue, probably received conflicting information, with his soul registering as having levels yet having never actually gotten the experience required to unlock them. 

Simon was a living paradox. 

This phenomenon didn’t cause too many issues when Simon never leveled up in another Class, but the more experience he had gained in a previous reign, the more suspicious his profile appeared in the system. The Class archetypes likely registered his connection attempts as fraudulent. 

Could Anathemic Secrecy’s stat falsification help? Maybe not. It only protected him against divinations, and the System probably used a more complex method of authentication. 

I need to test this out with Belzemine when she returns, Simon thought, his fist clenching in frustration. If he couldn’t access her Gladiator Class, then he would have to face the fact that he was up against a severe restriction. I might only be able to level up in a Class for a single reign before it becomes permanently locked out to me. 

“Why the interest in the Ninja Class?” Renal asked with curiosity. “You think our garb will fit you better than armor?”

“The girl, Reiko, used a teleportation ability to switch places with a shuriken midflight,” Simon replied. “I was interested in obtaining it.”

“Kawarimi isn’t teleportation, not really. It looks like it to an outsider, or to someone who hasn’t fully mastered the Technique, but it’s really just switching places with an object so fast it looks like it.” Renal crossed his arms. “Do you know where lies the difference between spells and Techniques?”

“Broadly so,” Simon replied. “Techniques are magical martial arts applied to a weapon rather than manipulating magic itself?” 

“Then why is something like Elemental Saber a spell rather than a technique?” Renal countered. 

“I…” Simon frowned at the question. “Because it can apply to all weapons rather than one type?”

“That isn’t wrong, but not true either. Not all Techniques use magic, or even need mana to work. My ninja master once told me that Techniques are what happens when skill transcends nature.” There was awe and wonder in Renal’s voice, like a historian recounting old tales. “Techniques aren’t martial spells. They’re martial miracles.”

“I… I don’t see the difference.”

“Let me tell you a tale,” Renal said. “There was once an elven swordsman who was convinced a sword could cut through anything if swung the right way. For years and years he would train by chopping wood, then stone, then metal. Each time he broke his sword, he would buy another and perfect his technique. Where his siblings would learn spells and other party tricks, he spent his days and nights practicing again and again.”

Simon listened without a word. Renal sounded genuinely passionate about the subject.

“And at one point, something happened,” Renal concluded. “Reality gave in. The elf swordsman found that his swing could now cut through everything. Wood, stone, diamond, even magic itself. The impossible had become possible.”

“How?” Simon inquired. “Did he use mana some way, or–”

“No, no, the swordsman couldn’t cast a spell to save his life, and neither did his human apprentice, though he eventually learned the art too. It was all skill, all careful movement and relentless practice.” Renal nodded to himself. “That’s the truth of Techniques. They’re moves so sublime that they reach the divine and become immortalized in the Worldsoul.”

Simon immediately thought back to rituals and performances, where their power came from symbols and art rather than the magic itself. 

“How can one master a Technique?” Simon inquired. 

“Through thousands upon thousands of hours of practice, or having a Class to help you with the process,” Renal mused. “Classes help because they let their user replicate the Technique, so if you use it often enough, it’ll become engraved in your muscle memory even should you lose the Crestone… and there are two that trump all others in that department.”

He raised his fingers.

“The Monk…” Renal chuckled darkly. “And the Warrior.”
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  Simon spent the next few days awaiting Eole’s return, all the while testing out both his new Perk and practicing his spellcraft. 

Renal proved true to his word and supplied Simon with three Crestones to replace the ones he had to hand over to him, each a Vassal of the Rogue: a Spy, Thief, and Ninja Classes. The last one failed to work for Simon, but he could activate the other two well enough, which suggested losing access to one Vassal of a given Noble Class didn’t exclude him from all the others. 

Simon didn’t have much use for the Crestones after copying their schematics, so he lent them out to some of his mooks for now to increase their overall usefulness. His takeover of the Rosanne criminal underworld was complete, and money from the arms trade flowed into his coffers without issue. Bribes and his ‘alliance’ with Mel ensured neither the city watch nor the White Unicorn interfered with his affairs. 

His upgraded Devil Forgemaster Perk also yielded interesting results. The System apparently classified ‘consumables’ as any object that either had a limited amount of charges before going inert, like Hellfire Wands capable of casting the eponymous spell three times before breaking, or items meant to be used once like bombs. 

It also covered cooking, oddly enough. His efforts to bake a cake resulted in the pastry growing teeth and biting Borky when he tried to take a slice, but Simon didn’t let that hold him down. 

Simon wasn’t entirely sure how to make the best use of this new branch of crafting yet. Creating an alchemical bomb demanded as much work from him as creating a magical ring he could use all the time rather than just once. His best lead so far was to create a variant of the teleportation gem capable of casting Overlord Call so even non-spellcasting minions could summon him in a pinch, but the risk of the Cobweb obtaining one and turning it against him was too great to explore the idea this reign. 

Either way, Simon had another and more pressing issue to deal with: a weakness he had noticed during his fight with the Monk’s disciples. 

Buffs and ailments were great force multipliers, capable of entirely shutting down opponents or enhancing his strength… yet Simon mostly knew spells inflicting individual ailments or buffs. He could poison a foe, blind them, or petrify them, but not inflict all of those at once. That caused him a problem, since some could have wildly different ailment resistances and immunities. Checking those through trial and error wasted valuable time in battle.

Buffs also had a limited duration, so casting them one after the other meant the earlier spells might run out by the time he finished applying the last ones. Prayer buffs in particular had limited utility since Simon couldn’t cast them in his Overlord armor.

All in all, his current spell research focused on creating spells similar to Belzemine’s Aegis: something that could apply multiple effects to a target in a single casting. This should pair well with his new Mageling Title too. 

“Ruin,” Simon cast on his test subject, an imp bound and gagged to a chair in his office. His eyes went white and moldy spots formed on his skin. Simon moved closer to study them. 

Poison, blind… disease too… but no petrify or instadeath countdown, Simon thought as he grabbed a potion off his shelf, ungagged the imp, and force-fed him a healing potion. Those two particular ailments are too complex for a Tier V spell. I think I could incorporate the silence ailment into it too, maybe madness or terror as well if I tweak it to target a single individual rather than a group…

“How are you feeling?” Simon asked his test subject. 

“Unimpressed and disappointed!” the imp replied gruffly. “Where’s the adult stuff?! My claymore has shrunk into a dagger, and my butt is waiting for a sword in the stone!”

I’ll definitely add silence to the mix. Simon had finished healing the imp when he heard a knock on the door. He already knew it would be Eole and Belzemine, having received a telepathic warning from the latter. 

“Come in,” he said, his two companions walking in. Belzemine looked as dead inside as ever, while Eole was so forlorn she hardly seemed to react to the demon in the room whistling at her.

“Now that’s a chicken I would love to ruffle the feathers off!” the imp said. “You think she’ll lay eggs if knocked up?”

“How was your trip?” Simon asked his companion while ignoring the imp. Thank the Light Eole couldn’t understand it. “Was Lord Voltobauta of good company?”

“I have no incident to report, besides the fact we were followed,” Belzemine replied. “Lady Eole was strong enough to carry me and Lord Voltobauta turned to mist, so we lost our pursuers in the mountains by flying up to the peak.”

“You can climb my peak anytime!” the imp said with a lurid wink. “It’s the tallest in all the Abyss!”

As expected, the Cobweb had tried to keep an eye on Eole and Belzemine. Simon hoped they had indeed managed to lose their pursuers rather than them following them undetected. Eole’s expression worried him though. 

“Eole?” Simon inquired. “What bothers you?”

His friend finally met his gaze. She bit her lip as she struggled with something weighing on her mind, then turned and pointed at the back of her shoulder. Simon’s eyes widened as he immediately guessed what she had in mind. 

“Are you sure?” he asked in the kish tongue. “I can’t take it off once applied.”

“I have no choice,” Eole replied gloomily. 

Simon could read between the lines. She wasn’t comfortable discussing something outloud, even when using the kish tongue. Only telepathy would do. It had to be truly important to warrant accepting a permanent slave mark. 

“I’m sorry,” he apologized to her as he applied the Brand of Sloth to Eole. She let out a startled cry when he touched her shoulder, the mark appearing like a spoiled blister on her pristine white skin. Her fingers immediately reached out for it with a scowl forming on her face. That chain will not go away easily.

“I feel it on my soul,” Eole complained, her next words carried through thoughts rather than her voice, “You are in my mind.”

“Yes, I am,” Simon replied through telepathy. “I can make it invisible, if you want.”

“It will defeat the point of our infiltration, won't it?” she replied with a sad look. “It won’t truly remove it either.”

“No, it won’t,” Simon conceded. He had warned her. “What happened? It must be severe for you to finally accept the Brand of Sloth.”

“I sang to the wind, and my people answered.” Eole rubbed her arms and looked away. “The Adventurer’s airship crashed onto our Sanctuary.” 

Simon’s eyes widened. “Did she survive?”

“Yes, as has her crew,” Eole replied, though Simon oddly sensed little relief from her voice. “The manaliths that help our Sanctuary float apparently interfere with magic, including the airship’s machinery. They form a barrier that warps perception and prevents divination or teleportation from working there.” 

Which neatly explained why most people don’t notice the flying islands, Simon thought. They likely appeared as dark clouds to onlookers due to the magic barrier unless brought closer to earth. “So that’s why the Adventurer and her crew couldn’t come back or call for help… Fast Travel can’t pierce through the effect.”

“Yes. She’s currently exploring the Forbidden Keep to find material to repair her vessel.”

“The Forbidden Keep?”

“An ancient fortress sealed on our Sanctuary’s highest island, where the sky touches the darkness of the stars. It is full of monsters, and our elders forbid us to visit its cursed grounds, but it contains old magical items from before the Doom.” Eole scowled. “I think… I think this may be where this archfiend you spoke of rests.”

Simon scowled. “That… may not go well for her.”

“I don’t think so either,” Eole admitted. “She told my elders to tell Voltobauta she was fine, and that he would need to ‘ready his ships for the big party,’ whatever that meant. Voltobauta took it as confirmation we were telling the truth and said he would wait for her return… for now.”

“But you’re still not happy.” Simon crossed his arms and met her gaze. “Because it proves airships can reach your Sanctuary and land there.” 

Eole nodded grimly. “I didn’t tell him, but my own elders are unsure if they should even let the Adventurer’s crew leave. They fear that these strangers might spread the tale of our existence… but Voltobauta is right, this is only delaying the inevitable. Now that our Sanctuary has been breached once, more visitors will eventually follow.”

Simon had the memories of floating islands bringing dragon armies to earth to prove it. The Adventurer’s presence on the Sanctuary clearly hadn’t been enough to stop Vouivre and the War Party from conquering the kish there. There was only so much a single Noble Class user could do when facing an army of Class users led by the Warrior, the Rider, and two dragons. 

“I could help shore up your Sanctuary’s defenses,” Simon suggested. “I could create and direct monsters that could down any airship approaching it.”

Eole pondered his proposal when his office’s door opened again. The newcomer didn’t knock and walked in as if she owned the place. 

“Simon,” Velvet greeted him before spotting the tied up imp in the room. “Am I interrupting something?” 

“No,” Simon replied flatly. “I was nearly done with it.”

“Look at that rack,” the imp commented upon seeing Velvet’s chest. “You could burn a witch on it!”

“Anyway.” Simon sat on his desk right next to his test subject. “Do you have a new mission for me?”

“I do. Fleshmonger is calling in his favor. You are to help him with a slave run.” Velvet glanced at Eole. “He wants you to bring your kish girl too.”

Simon’s blood ran cold. He already knew the reason behind the demand, but he still played the fool. “Why?”

“You don’t know?” Velvet smiled thinly at Eole. “Kish can enslave beastmen with their voice. We won’t have to use force to round them up with her help.”

Eole didn’t hide her discomfort, and while she didn’t fully understand Valnean, she had picked up enough to guess her intent. 

“She wants to use me against my kin, doesn’t she?” she asked Simon through telepathy. 

“Yes,” Simon replied quickly,  while saying out loud, “No. Vouivre is hunting down the kish, and will pick a fight with us over my concubine.”

“Fleshmonger promised the raid would happen far from her territory,” Velvet replied. 

Simon was about to refuse again when Eole bit her lip and then spoke out loud in kish. “I will come.”

Simon’s head snapped in her direction. “What?”

“I will come to Telluria and meet with this Fleshmonger,” Eole said sternly, before adding through telepathy. “I need to talk to him.”

“If you come, you know what he will force you–”

“I know.” Eole took a deep breath. “I know… But it’s the only way to earn their trust.”

Simon frowned, but accepted her wish. “Fine, I will bring her,” he told Velvet. “When do we depart?”

“Soon.” Velvet’s gaze moved from Eole to Simon, who didn’t fail to spot a glint of wickedness in her eyes. “There’s another thing, but I want to discuss it in private.”

Simon frowned, then dismissed Belzemine and Eole. Velvet waited until those two had left, then glanced at the still tied up imp in the room. 

“I said in private,” she reminded Simon. 

“Yes, yes.” Simon turned to his prisoner and then moved to press a switch hidden under his desk. “I’ll call you back later.”

“Next time bring your best stuf–” A trapdoor opened beneath the imp’s chair before he could finish, sending him plummeting into a dark pit. 

“You have a trapdoor in your office too?” Velvet asked as she looked into the void. “Where does it lead?”

Simon innocently smiled at her. “You want to see?” 

“I’ll pass,” she replied wisely. “Now that we confirmed your intel on the Scales, our Prince would like to learn the location of another of the Zodiac crystals.”

She’s much more forthcoming and talkative than her sister, Simon thought. Maybe I can use that to my advantage.

“Is it the Rogue’s way to ask for a favor without giving anything in return?” Simon replied. “Here’s my counteroffer: I’ll tell you if you teach me how that ‘Attic’ of yours works.”

She laughed in his face. “You’re far too greedy, Simon.”

“Says the group asking for a priceless magical artifact’s location.” Simon had anticipated she would say no, but that should make his next request more palatable. He had another plan in the works to infiltrate the Attic regardless. “In that case, I want a map of its doorways and a right of passage for my own operations.”

“I’ll have to say no to that too. Besides, I can’t fulfill that pledge even if I wanted to. Only one person has the full map, and they won’t share it with anyone, even me.” Velvet put a hand on her waist. “We could create specific routes for your personal use between two or three cities though.”

“That would be nice, but hardly enough for a Zodiac crystal’s location,” Simon replied as he switched angles. “How about you tell me more about where you come from, on top of giving me those pathways?”

“My sister told me you’ve been asking her similar questions.” Velvet’s smile turned into a grin of amusement. “Why such curiosity? Don’t tell me you fancy us? Kish and elven slaves aren’t enough for you?”

The mere thought thoroughly disgusted Simon, especially after what happened with Remedia, but several reigns spent infiltrating various organizations let him lie easily. He found her assumption a good way to veil the reason behind his interest in those twins. 

“Mayhaps,” he replied coyly. “I do find the two of you fascinating. Mysterious twins with an unknown past and great talents, working for an unseen mastermind… it makes for an alluring puzzle.”

“Careful, bold one. Curiosity killed the cat, as they say.” Velvet stroked her chin, her grin widening. “Know what… I’ll bite. If your intel is confirmed, we’ll lend you some pathways for your personal use, and I’ll take you on a date to my hometown. Sound fair?”

“A date?” Simon scoffed. “What guarantee do I have that you won’t tell me a beautiful lie?” 

“Because there’s nothing beautiful about my homeland?” Velvet teased him. “You’ll have to take my word for it, though you can look forward to a good surprise if I enjoy myself.”

That’s the best I’ll get, Simon thought. A mock date is still valuable. She might slip up and reveal something she shouldn’t. 

Simon considered which location to give up. He was sorely tempted to tell the Cobweb about the Scorpion’s location and send them to die against Elios Magnos, but that would likely annoy the Prince of Spiders. A better option would be to cheat and give them information they were already on the verge of discovering for themselves.

“Have you heard of Rhapta?” Simon inquired.

“The legendary city of Uyo?” Velvet nodded. “We were planning an expedition there in a few months to plunder it. You say a crystal is there?” 

“The Archer, yes. I’m not going to wait months for you to verify it though.” 

“Fine,” Velvet replied. “I’ll pick you up after you complete Borsh’s task. Bring an umbrella, you’ll need it.”

One day, I’ll bring a rope for you and your sister’s pretty little necks, Simon thought. Just wait. 



The first thing Simon did after Velvet’s departure was to test whether or not Belzemine’s Gladiator Crestone still worked for him.

It didn’t.

The five levels he had gained from it had gone down the drain, much to his annoyance. This also suggested that he would become unable to use the Scholar or Templar Class, and thus benefit from their enhanced abilities. 

“Why?” he asked Belzemine in his frustration, while keeping his motives vague to avoid triggering the failsafe. “Why do some Classes not work for me while others do?”

“It may be that Your Majesty’s soul has grown more attuned to the Dark, and thus conflicts with the System,” Belzemine suggested. “Your Majesty may become entirely unable to use non-Overlord Classes at some point. This is probably why your father gave away the Commander Crestone to Lord Paimon.”

“It’s possible,” Simon conceded with reluctance. Could I transfer useless Vassal levels to a Noble Class? Would the System notice the trick? 

Either way, he would have to become very careful when leveling-up in non-Overlord Classes from now on. He would need to assume they were each restricted to a single reign, and that it would close off some possibilities. There was no way he could infiltrate Mastemo’s Templars again without an extensive setup now that said Class wouldn’t work for him anymore. 

Afterwards, Simon had Duchar summon him back to Telluria so they could proceed with a certain experiment. 

“I wonder,” Duchar said once he completed Overlord Call and manifested Simon in the archives, “If Your Majesty’s organization has a way to teleport across vast distances, why did you have me summon you?”

“Because I don’t want the Cobweb to find this place. They will slip past your defenses and rob the archives. Allowing them to find my father’s secrets is a worst-case scenario for me.” Simon raised his hand. “Lord of the Demon Castle.”

Simon had ordered Shabram to destroy the crystal in her home so he could summon another in the archives, since he could only have one active at a time. The miasma crystal flooded the area with otherworldly darkness, much to Duchar’s fascination. 

“Will this core be enough for the Dark Visionary ritual?” Simon inquired. 

Duchar stroked his beard and hesitated for a moment before answering with a firm, “No. Your Majesty’s crystal is a wonder, a true wonder, but it is an extension of yourself rather than a true shard of the Abyss. We need a more unique artifact of the Dark if we are to forge a sufficiently powerful connection.”

“So we do need a Zodiac Fiend crystal,” Simon grumbled, having feared as much. Come to think of it, is that the reason why the High Confessor slotted one in his forehead? Because he hoped it would have awakened Visionary powers in himself too? 

“In terms of good news, I have nearly completed the required alchemical concoction,” Duchar said. “I would suggest only using it for the ritual, considering the potential side effects.”

“I’ll have you move onto another project then,” Simon explained as he summoned a certain trio of gems from his Inventory. “These are the souls of the Monk’s disciples. The archives’ anti-divination wards should keep their location secret. I want you to interrogate them about the Zodiac Fiends, the demonbarrows, or any suspicious information their teacher might have shared with them. Anything will help.” 

He had the sneaky suspicion the Cobweb’s infiltration of Fablan was somehow related to the presence of a demonbarrow on the island. 

“Otherwise, we’ll proceed with your son’s transfer,” Simon said. “Have you prepared the appropriate vessel?”

“I have indeed.” Duchar bowed. “I appreciate your assistance in this matter, Your Majesty.”

“Well, I reward faithful service.” And I owe your family much. “Guide me to your son.”

Duchar guided him to Hector’s resting crypt in the archives’ depths, where Simon found him in a deep sleep and strapped to a table right next to another inactive flesh golem. Although nearly identical to Hector, the new one was in much better shape, lacking any bolts or artificial parts, with its stitches being so subtle one could hardly spot them. His sister was there, tending to him. 

Most importantly, a certain item rested on a nearby shelf: a ghastly black helmet with bent, purple horns akin to tentacles connecting to Its back. Runes carved upon it in lines akin to a brain’s lobes covered its surface. Simon could sense the psychic energies radiating from it with a mere look.

“Greetings, Your Majesty,” Cassandra welcomed him kindly. “I hope you had a nice trip.”

“You… you are too kind, Cassandra.”

Cassandra’s head tilted to the side. “If I may ask, Your Majesty, why do you flinch every time you look at me?”

Simon scowled. Damn her perceptiveness. “You resemble a dead lover of mine I cherished very much. The resemblance is… uncanny.”

“Oh,” Cassandra replied demurely. “My condolences then. Should I wear a mask in your presence?”

“No, no, it’s… it’s fine. I just need to get used to it.” The sooner the better. “Either way, let us tend to your brother.”

“Is Your Majesty certain it will work?” Duchar asked with slight unease. “I do not wish to doubt your capabilities, but… he is my son.”

“I trust my Perks.” Simon summoned a sacrificial dagger from his Inventory. “Pay close attention.”

He raised the dagger high and stabbed Hector in the artificial heart keeping his current body animated, disabling his current vessel while he remained in a coma. Simon felt the flow of experience, followed by the sensation of a black gem forming in his hand. He had successfully extracted his soul.

“Fascinating,” Duchar muttered with rapturous attention. “Your Majesty can bind even undead souls.”

“I can do more than extract them,” Simon said as he moved to the helmet. “Let us move you into your new abode, Hector.”

The first time Simon met Duchar, he had learned about one of his father’s cancelled projects to create a helmet capable of copying the user’s thoughts and transferring them to a new body. Balzam had given up on the idea due to the Overlord’s Indomitable Crown interfering with the process. This incomplete Helm of Possession had been gathering dust ever since… until today.

Simon wove both Hector’s soul and other spells such as Mindflayer into the item, letting Devil Forgemaster guide his hands under the watchful gaze of the Honorius family. His crafting lasted a few minutes, until he fully completed the cursed item. 

Once he had finished, Simon placed the helm onto the newer, fresher flesh golem. The device’s lobs glowed with otherworldly light as the corpse’s eyes snapped open in an instant. 

“Mesmerizing,” Duchar commented with elation. “The body immediately reacted to the soul within the helm. A true triumph of magic and science.”

“Brother?” Cassandra inquired with a hint of worry. “Brother, do you hear us?”

“I do, Cassandra.” His voice was clearer, firmer, though still deep as a tomb. It still brought much relief to his father and sister. “My mind is… clearer. Sharper.”

“That is because your soul is held in this helmet, not a rotting brain,” Simon explained. “The Helm of Possession will let you take over whoever wears it if you succeed in a battle of wills. An empty undead vessel offers no resistance.”

Hector turned his head at him, squinting in recognition. “You… you are the Overlord. I can feel your power.”

“I am Simon Magnos, the Fourth Overlord.” It pleased Simon that Unquestionable Ruler now affected Hector. As a bonus, the Helm of Possession protected the wearer against the berserk, madness, and charm ailments as compensation for the curse dwelling within. That should let him quell his undead fury. “How are you feeling?”

“I am… well.” Hector looked around at his new body. “I still feel cold.”

“This is a mere temporary accommodation, my son,” Duchar reassured him with paternal joy, rubbing his hands in anticipation. “Now that we confirmed the helm works, we will work on better and more lifelike bodies for you to inhabit. I assure you that we will heal you.”

“I have another body in mind for you as part of our trials,” Simon said with a grin of dark glee. “An empty vessel with a much wider smile.”

  

    
        Chapter 125: The Overlord of Crime (9)

    
    
    
    
  As Simon suspected, the Cobweb’s Attic door to Telluria led them straight to Beleth. 

After having Belzemine summon him back to Rosanne, Simon was then summoned to the butcher shop for immediate transportation to his new assignment. Belzemine and Eole had to be blindfolded to keep the Attic a secret from them—they were simply told they would be sent to Telluria through magic—and they crossed multiple thresholds until they arrived in a traditional shifter item shop’s basement. Another smiler held the counter, but Simon only had to take a look outside to recognize the area. 

“Western quarter, five streets away from your house,” Simon informed the Honorius family through telepathy. “The shifter item artisan shop. The door is in the basement.”

“I see the main room on my crystal ball, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied. “The basement is shrouded to me though.”

Of course they would have defenses to hide the Attic’s door. The smiler had immediately covered the trapdoor leading to the basement with a carpet before undoing Belzemine and Eole’s blindfolds. 

“Stick to divinations for now until we’re ready to seize the gatekeeper.” Simon wouldn’t directly risk seizing a fetch until he could be sure it wouldn’t be tracked back to him, or if he was ready to wage war on the Cobweb directly. Either way, it was too soon to act. “I want to know who comes and goes at all times.”

Simon had gone to great lengths to keep the Cobweb in the dark about his allies in Telluria. This would serve him well when he was ready to spring his trap on the organization.  

He had an idea to accelerate his planned takeover, but it would require both Eole’s assistance and some luck. Having multiple plans and back-up plans in the works should also let him adapt accordingly. 

Afterwards, the group was given horses with a local ‘guide’ to lead them to their designated meeting point on the Tellurian plains. Simon was forced to apply the Brand of Envy to Eole to ensure she could shapeshift into a human woman rather than risk letting rumors of a kish in the area reach Vouivre’s ears. She didn’t object much this time, both because she already bore another unremovable Devil Brand, and mostly because seeing the items on display in the shop had hardened her resolve. 

“This establishment… the items on display were crafted by my people,” Eole informed him through telepathy, an angry scowl on her face. Since she had no experience with horseback riding, she sat behind Simon and held on to him instead. “They stole them from the slaves they captured.”

“It’s very likely,” Simon conceded. The Cobweb wouldn’t waste any chance to make money. “I told you they were monsters. They steal people’s freedom and sell their lives away.”

Eole nodded slightly and kept her head pressed against his back during the entire ride. She spent most of the ride in thoughtful silence until their guide led them to a small forest she seemed to recognize. 

“This is Centaur Federation territory,” Eole informed him. “They’re allied with Endymion.”

“And thus with the War Party,” Simon replied. Was the Cobweb mad enough to pick a fight with Louis and his faction? Or did Vouivre set them up to fight them? 

Simon guessed that made some sense. The number of tribes unaffiliated with either group had probably shrunk considerably during the civil war, and the Cobweb would probably rather avoid alienating their main slave supplier. 

Their guide led them to a small camp of a dozen animal-skin tents flapping in the breeze blowing through the surrounding woods. An enormous yet empty slave pen stood in the middle of them, next to a cage holding the biggest ogre Simon had ever seen. It was roughly sixteen feet tall, with a mouth large enough to swallow a bull whole and a portly, sagging belly. Simon immediately recognized the creature from one of Dassein’s bounty posters: the Horse-Eater Ogre. The beast was snoring for now. 

Most of the men present were either humans or orcs armed to the teeth, with Borsh towering over them all. 

“Greetings, Goldenhell,” he greeted Simon’s group politely once they arrived. “You’re right on time.”

“I’ve seen that ogre before on a bounty poster,” Simon mused as he and his companions climbed down from their horses. Eole’s grim gaze lingered on the empty slave pen. “Did you catch him?”

“We made him,” Borsh corrected. “A local warlord called Vouivre paid us to harass the Centaur Federation before the war, mainly because they wouldn’t bend their knees to her. We fed this creature a steady diet of horses until it got a taste for it, then released it to prey on the centaurs.”

Was there any incident in Telluria Vouivre didn’t have a hand in? Simon had to give it to her; she had covered her bases well before making her play for power. 

“Where’s the kish?” Borsh asked, with Simon waving at Eole. The werewolf squinted at and smelled her, much to her unease and disgust. “Even her scent has changed… What spell did you use?  Some sort of polymorphy?”

“I can imbue select individuals with brands that grant them otherworldly powers,” Simon replied, “Including advanced shapeshifting.”

“Interesting,” Borsh said, touching the strange clockwork device on his chest. “This machine pumps drugs into my veins. They let me retain my intellect even when I stay in my beast form for a prolonged amount of time, but it needs constant maintenance. Could your brand magic do the same thing?”

“That can be arranged,” Simon replied, being careful not to sound too eager, lest the werewolf sense a trap. Things would go much more smoothly if he could brand a Weaver into his service. “I have other marks that grant other benefits, such as immunity to poison and disease or greater strength…”

“At the cost of servitude, I would assume,” Borsh replied with a dismissive snort. “I’ve branded too many slaves myself to accept one from you, but it’s good to know runic tattoos can produce those kinds of effects. I’ll look into crafting some of my own.”

“Suit yourself,” Simon replied, knowing better not to insist, “Though I wonder why you want to stay in beast form at all times.”

“Because humanity is overrated. I would rather be at my peak at all times.” Borsh crossed his arms. “We can discuss those brands of yours after the job is done. You did well to bring the kish. We won’t even have to fight if she sings well enough.”

Although she didn’t understand their tongue, Eole picked up on enough of his intentions to glare at the werewolf with the full force of her contempt. She gathered her breath, and then asked the question that had been on the tip of her tongue since the moment she had learned a werewolf led the Cobweb’s slaving operations. 

“Why?” she asked in a tongue Simon recognized as a shifter dialect. 

Borsh glared at her as he answered her in the same tongue. “What did you say?”

“You are one of us, a shifter, yet you lead men and orcs in enslaving your own kind,” Eole said with spitting contempt. “Why? Is there a hole in your heart only gold can fill?”

Simon stood ready to intervene should Borsh answer her with violence, but the werewolf’s reaction took him aback. Rather than hatred or anger, he stared back at Eole with the same contempt she showed him… and more surprisingly, a hint of condescending pity. 

“My men call me Borsh Fleshmonger nowadays, but I was once called Lorak of the Silverfang Tribe,” the werewolf answered Eole in the shifter tongue. “Surely it must ring a bell.”

It did, from the shocked look on Eole’s face. “You… you fought against the imperial invasion…”

“I did. And before that, I was fighting my fellow shifters in endless skirmishes.” He pointed at the empty pen with his metal claw. “Who do you think sells slaves around there? The humans love shifters to work in their mines and to warm their beds, but they don’t know the steppes well enough to catch us.”

Simon scowled as he put two and two together. “You shifters enslave each other?”

“Of course we do,” Borsh confirmed. “When one tribe defeats another, they always sell off the useless ones to the southern cities to buy weapons and supplies. I was enslaved by a rival tribe at eight, ‘till I killed my captors and came back a few years later to enslave their children. That’s how it goes around these parts.” The werewolf sneered at Eole. “Were you so high up on your perch you couldn’t see the truth? Did you think we were victims of the southerners?”

Eole bit her lip, her silence an answer in itself. “That doesn’t make it right,” she said weakly. “We could change those ways, break our chains and fight–”

“You’re years too late, kish,” Borsh growled with cold anger. “When Endymion came, a few others and I tried to unite the tribes to push them back. I knew we could have won if we fought like a closed fist with one purpose, yet the chiefs wouldn’t stop bickering. Some tribes like the centaurs bent the knee rather than fight, while others preferred to retreat east and let the western tribes bleed alone to slow the empire’s advance. When the Rider and his forces came for us, we Silverfangs fought alone and were crushed.” 

The bitterness in his voice was palpable, and Simon quickly realized why the werewolf pitied Eole before; because he had been in her place once, trying to lift his people up into noble rebellion, only to slam his head against reality’s wall. 

“When I woke up amidst the corpses of my tribesmen, I learned a lesson you should make yours as well,” Borsh said. “Since you can lose everything at any moment, you have to take it all right then, right there. The money, the power, the women, the fame, whatever there is to seize. That’s the law of nature.” 

Borsh raised a claw and pointed it at Eole’s heart and slave tattoos. 

“So if you want to help our ‘people,’ then you better remember how to sing, ‘cause the words of the weak are always wasted on the strong.”

Eole flinched as if she had been slapped, then looked down at the ground; her silence an answer in itself. 

“Your slave is too insolent for her own good,” Borsh warned Simon. “You pamper her too much.”

Simon glared at the werewolf. He had already been considering smiting him where he stood for his harsh words to Eole, and the urge had only gotten much stronger. “Am I dreaming, or are you telling me how to handle my affairs?”

“No, no,” Borsh added with a hint of wariness. He knew not to cross the Overlord, and that a favor wasn’t an order. “Just some friendly advice.”

“There is a wide gulf between friendly and disrespectful,” Simon warned him. He knew better than to show weakness in this particular company. “Either way, my time is precious. Let’s proceed with the raid.”

“It will be quick,” Borsh promised. “Your girl will just need to sing them to sleep, then we’ll kill the unsellable ones and collar on the rest.”

A cold-blooded and cowardly plan, but an effective one that would torture Eole to go through with. Simon only had to glance at her to tell that Borsh’s acidic comments were gnawing at her. 

“Don’t let his words get to you, Eole,” Simon told her through telepathy. “He is a criminal. They’re all good at finding excuses for their aberrant behavior.”

“You are kind, Simon, kinder than an Overlord ought to be… but he’s right.” A dangerous glint passed in Eole’s gaze; the same one Simon had caught the time she accepted the Two-Tailed Fish’s power in the kish palace. “I am sick of wasting my words.”

She was wrong, for her words weren’t wasted on Simon. He sensed the resolve beneath her bitterness, the desire for change. If she was truly willing to harden her heart to win, then victory was yet within her grasp. 

“The question is… what will you do about it?” Simon asked. “I have ideas, if you are truly determined.”

Eole’s scowl deepened, her eyes burning with hatred for all that Borsh represented. “I’m listening.”



The slaving raid began at midnight.

The Centaur Federation encampment dwarfed the slavers’ one, with hundreds of tents and twice as many campfires lighting up the night. Either Borsh and his soldiers were confident in their power to take all these shifters on, or he absolutely believed Eole’s voice would ensnare them all. 

The werewolf himself didn’t show any fear at the risk of hearing the kish’s song, which clued in Simon that he had a protection against mind-affecting effects on himself; likely the drugs pumped into his veins, if his prior comment about them allowing him to stay in beast form without losing his intellect was any indication. This opened up an opportunity Simon wouldn’t pass up. 

Either way, the group had taken position at the woods’ borders, facing the wind so as not to alert the locals to their position. Simon had put on a Nightveil to become a living shadow, but didn’t activate his Overlord armor yet to ensure he could cast a certain spell…

“We’re ready and waiting,” Borsh informed Simon, who nodded and turned to Eole. She had put on her Songstress outfit, and most importantly, made up her mind. 

Eole gathered her breath and then took flight like a night owl. She flew over the centaur camp under the cover of darkness, then circled above it. It didn’t take long for her Class-enhanced voice to echo across the plain. A beautiful song joined with the night breeze, an enchanting melody worthy of Valnean operas. Even Simon found himself enraptured by its beauty. 


Charm and Sleep cancelled by Indomitable Crown. 



Simon glanced at Borsh, who looked a little bit more tired than before but nowhere near ready to fall asleep. His men were equally spry in the night in spite of Eole’s enchanted dress joining with her outfit to empower her song. 

“Neither you nor your men seem affected all that much,” Simon noted. 

“The drugs clear my mind,” Borsh replied dismissively. “Did you think I would call in a kish without taking precautions?”

A pity they won’t be enough. Simon contacted Eole through telepathy. “He is affected, if only a bit. Resistant, but not immune.”

“I am tuning my song to lower his inhibitions then.”

“Alright, men!” Borsh called to his slavers. “Move in and collar the whole lot of them!”

“You heard the man, Agnes.” Simon waited for his companion and Borsh’s men to walk on ahead before he gently tapped the werewolf on the back like an old friend while muttering a prayer under his breath. “Holy Lightstone of the ancients, please Cleanse your faithful.”

His prayer’s power flowed through Borsh’s body, cleaning it of the drugs coursing through his veins and shielding his mind from the song. 

Borsh immediately tensed up, but his resistance was crushed before it could even begin. The song wormed its way into his mind, his very shifter biology betraying him. His entire Tribe had been engineered on a primal level to serve the kish, and he was no exception. 

Devil Brands required the target to willingly accept them, that was true; but consent was a very loose term when it came to demonic bargains. Eole’s work at the Golden Butterfly had been the occasion to test out the limits of that particular restriction. 

As it turned out, an agreement obtained under duress or a substance loosening inhibitions satisfied the requirement. True, direct mind-control would prevent the deal from going through, but greasing the wheels was allowed so long as a part of the target wanted to fall. 

Borsh craved power so much he would dope himself to stay in his beast form at all times, and Simon had seen his interest in the brands. He simply had Eole silence the logical part of his victim’s brain that whispered that the cost might not be worth the benefits... 

“Now, about my brands… you want them, don’t you?” Simon asked mirthfully, phantom marks appearing in his hand as he activated his Overlord armor. He also sent a mental signal to Belzemine to proceed with her part of the operation. “The power. You want the power dearly. You want to kill like a demon, to never age.”

“Y… yes,” Borsh replied, his gaze that of an addled alcoholic. “I… want to be strong… stronger than anyone.”

“And you will be…” Simon applied the brands to his back. “As an instrument of my will.”

The marking took mere seconds, after which Simon turned them invisible to ensure they wouldn’t be discovered. He could feel his Class’ glee in the flow of experience that followed, though it wasn’t enough to grant him a level-up.

Borsh’s device pumped a new batch of drugs into his system and snapped him out of his trance. He bolted away from Simon, far too late to change anything. 

“What have you done to me?!” he snapped at Simon, fangs and claws out to kill.  

“I’ve granted your wish,” Simon replied. 

“I serve no o–urrk!” Borsh collapsed to his knees as Simon lazily drained him of his lifeforce through the Brand of Lust. 

“I will have none of your backtalk, insolent slave,” Simon boasted in his mind, to better strike the fear into the slaver’s heart. “As you said, the words of the weak are wasted on the strong. And dogs that bark at their master are put down.”

He grabbed Borsh by the throat and lifted him up, even though the werewolf was the bigger of the two, and forced him to look into his burning eyes. 

“I am in your head now, and I own your soul too,” Simon informed him through telepathy, tasting his fear through the brand. “I can torture you in ways so savage, you can’t even imagine them. Death will be no salvation from fear and terror. Only faithful service.” Simon then tossed the werewolf to the ground. “Now come.”

Simon walked towards the camp without waiting for Borsh to follow, which he did, scratching his back in a vain attempt to remove the brands that were imprinted onto his soul. They walked amidst sleeping centaurs, most of whom didn’t resemble the half-men, half-horses Simon had heard so much about. Most of them looked like men and women with horse ears or occasionally had hooves for feet in their humanoid form. 

Everyone present was sound asleep thanks to Eole’s song, except for Belzemine, who stood alone in her Gladiator outfit and surrounded by dead slavers torn to pieces. Eole landed nearby with a smile of pure satisfaction. 

“Such a pity, all these losses because your pet ogre broke free,” Simon mused out loud as he kicked the corpses. “You’ll have to hire new people, Borsh. Solid, loyal people. I can recommend a few.”

“He will know,” Borsh replied with a dash of fear, “The Prince will know. He always does, sooner or later.”

“Sooner or later can be a very, very long time, Borsh.” And by then, the Prince would hopefully be dead. “Do you know who he is?”

Borsh growled, though he quickly learned his place when Simon drained a bit of his lifeforce as a warning. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m not even sure the sisters know who they really are.”

“A shame, but not unexpected. We have other questions either way.” Simon turned to Eole. “Are you satisfied? Was it worth it?”

Eole glanced at the sleeping centaurs, but her guilt at using her voice against her fellow shifters disappeared the moment she took a look at Borsh’s angry expression. 

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, it was.”
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  Questioning Borsh proved to be both disappointing and very helpful. 

On one hand, he didn’t know the Attic’s origin nor its entire reach, since he relied on its gatekeepers and the Silk sisters’ guidance as much as everyone else. He had little to say on the other Weavers besides their business dealings, having never been interested in socializing with any of them… with the singular exception of Chrom Cruak, who supplied him with his drugs, machinery, and even a unique Crestone. He also knew nothing of the shifter experiments Simon had found in Cocagne, though he suggested it was one of Chrom’s project, since the mummy handled all of the organization’s magical research. 

On the other hand, he did memorize some of the Attic’s pathways, including one leading straight to Marthrone, and he knew about all Cobweb operations in the Telluria region; all local Attic doors, all the officials on the take, all the Spinners active in his territory, all the tribes collaborating with him… and most importantly, all the moles within Vouivre and Dassein’s forces. As the Weaver in charge of the Coweb’s slave trade, he also had an encyclopedic knowledge of their key buyers, sellers, trade posts, and smuggling routes. The Cobweb didn’t control the entire worldwide slave trade–it formed a monstrously vast web of criminal syndicates, fleshmongers, plantation, mine, and brothel owners, and corrupt officials spread across the globe—but they had enough of a share in everything to know everyone. Simon was confident he could use that intel to either disrupt or infiltrate it in the future. 

The most surprising discovery was that of Borsh’s Crestone, which Simon briefly borrowed. Activating it coated his skin into thick metal plates, turned his eyes to glass, his hands into gauntlets, and enveloped his head into a helmet that soon became one with his face and skull. 

The transformation went much, much deeper than any Class outfit he had ever donned. Simon could feel his organs changing and rearranging inside his body, turning his flesh into pieces of clockwork greased with oil. His senses of taste, smell, and touch faded away into a strange mechanical numbness. He looked at his hands to find them bound by wires rather than tendons. 

He had become a golem. 


Automaton: A creature blending flesh and metal in an attempt to become the perfect biomechanical organism.

Strength S, Agility C, Vitality S, Perception A, Magic B, Intelligence D, Charisma D, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Magic Resistance (Passive): You take only half-damage from magical attacks, such as spells.

Innate Perk: Metallism (Passive): You gain the Artificial type when putting on your Class outfit, alongside immunity to all physical ailments. 

Innate Perk: Customizable (Active): You count as an object for the purpose of other Crafting Class’ Perks, allowing them to modify yourself. 

Level 1 Perk: Killing Machine I (Active): You gain medium proficiency with all unarmed and natural weapons (x1.5 damage). 



“This is… new,” Simon said, his voice now a mechanical monotone. “What is this Class the Vassal of?”

Borsh growled at it, but his defiance turned to submission the moment Simon gave him a slight taste of lifeforce drain through his Devil Brands. “Automaton is an experimental hybrid Class Crestone of the Crafter and Beast,” Borsh admitted. “I commissioned the Crafter of Muse to make it for me.”

That aroused Simon’s curiosity. “You know how to contact them?”

“Not directly,” Borsh replied. “Chrom and Ludwig handled the deal. I had found an old golem from a pre-Doom civilization in Telluria, so they traded it for the Crestone and other things.” 

“You speak of the same civilization that created the first manatrain railroads?” Simon guessed.

“Yes. They used golems and automatons for mass labor back then. Chrom created my drug-pump from pieces found in similar ruins he uncovered in Navarre, and the Crafter is interested in collecting relics from that era.”

It didn’t entirely surprise Simon that the Crafter of all people would experiment with hybrid Classes ever since Endymion proved it was possible. What interested him was that the Cobweb apparently had a direct line of communication with that reclusive genius, at least enough to secure a technology exchange. 

“What do you know of Chrom Cruak?” Simon inquired. “Is he the same one from the elven legend?”

“I think he is,” Borsh confirmed. “He was sealed in a Navarran tomb until Verney and the others freed him, long before my time. He told me he was planning to slaughter the descendants of those who buried him and then burn the first manatree he could find as revenge for his imprisonment, but the Prince promised him something to secure his services instead. He never told me what.” 

“It must have been a hefty bribe to bind such a powerful undead,” Simon guessed. “Does he have a lair of some kind?”

“He lives in a dungeon buried beneath Navarre’s sands,” Borsh replied. “I don’t know where it is… but I know the path to its Attic door.”

“Good to know.” Simon might pay him a surprise visit in a future reign. Chrom Cruak might be one of the few people old enough to tell him anything about Elios Magnos, and the Overlord could make him a better offer than the Rogue. “We’ll put our partnership to good use.”

Simon then cancelled the Automaton outfit and returned the Crestone to Borsh. He was sorely tempted to grab Automaton’s Magic Resistance Perk, but decided to hold off on it. His recent issues with accessing certain Classes had made him wary, and Thalas’ Berserker proved that full-on immunity to magic was possible. Simon would rather wait until he knew more, especially if some rare powers were locked behind levels he could only acquire within one reign. 

“Here’s a gift for you, to celebrate our new… ‘friendship,’” Simon said as he gave Borsh a cursed ring. It worked similarly to the dagger he slipped to Alphonse’s party in the Darkwood and would ensure Cassandra could scry on the werewolf even when Simon wasn’t around to supervise him directly. “Taking it off without my permission will be considered an insult that warrants immediate execution. And I will know.”

Borsh accepted the ring with reluctance. “I will find a way out of this,” he threatened Simon with murderous hatred. “One day, I will free myself and tear out your throat.”

“No, I don’t think you will,” Simon replied calmly. “If anything, I suspect you’ll start to enjoy your current position. I wasn’t lying about offering you power beyond your wildest imagination. When serving the Overlord, obedience means strength.”

And if Borsh still proved ungrateful even after seeing what the brands could do for him, then Simon would simply kill him as soon as he outlived his usefulness. Mayhaps undeath would make him more obedient. 

Either way, Simon sent Borsh and Belzemine to kill the Horse-Eating Ogre back at the camp to ensure a successful frame job and stayed behind with Eole to deal with the most morally reprehensible part of this operation. 

“What do we do with them?” Eole asked him as she examined the sleeping centaurs. “My song’s effects will fade in a few hours.” 

“We’ll need to catch a few, or else the Prince will be suspicious,” Simon warned her. Coming back empty-handed would raise too many alarm bells. “That cannot be helped.” 

Eole knew he was right, but it still displeased her. “Who will conquer Telluria, Simon?” she asked out of the blue, a dark scowl forming on her face. “Who wins in your visions?”

Simon hesitated for a moment. He had hoped that naming Casval heir and having Shabram help Louis focus his efforts on the dragon warlord would knock Vouivre out of Telluria, but Frightwall’s bombardment and Church Party’s early assault had put the War Party on the backfoot, as the Oracle had wanted. Events so far were pointing to the same outcome as when Simon first fled to Valne. 

“Vouivre will prevail,” Simon admitted. “Scaland will rise in support of her cause, and Dassein will retreat south to secure the imperial heartland. She will eventually kick the War Party out of Telluria, then purge all the tribes who refused to bend the knee. I would assume the centaurs will be among their number. If anything, we’ll probably save these people’s lives tonight.”

As much as he tried to soften the blow, it was still too much for Eole to stomach. Simon could read her doubts and intentions written all over her face. 

“Eole, we aren’t ready to take Vouivre on yet,” Simon warned her. “Her power still eclipses mine. It is suicide.”

“What if she doesn’t have to purge my people? What if…” Eole bit her lip. “What if we gave her what she wanted, for a price? What if she didn’t have to purge my people, because they would…” She looked down at the centaurs. “Fight for her?” 

Simon’s eyes widened in surprise as he caught on to her idea. “You would lend her your voice?”

“I am not weak,” Eole replied. “I have power… power I didn’t wish to use. But if my restraint will lead to suffering, then…” She took a deep breath. “If we approached her as equals rather than thralls… do you think she would negotiate?”

Negotiating with Vouivre? The very thought sounded absurd to Simon, though he did give it some consideration. His experience with Vouivre mostly ended in violence, but there was one time where he managed to infiltrate her organization back during his early reigns. 

He had to stand his ground and nearly died, yet he managed to convince Vouivre to let him keep Eole rather than take the kish for herself—though she did murder Leonard and Meredith to assert her dominance over him. The mere memory of that day infuriated Simon. 

Vouivre’s cruelty towards his loyal retainers had solidified his enmity towards the dragon warlord and convinced Simon to oppose her at every turn. There would come a time when he would repay her sins with interest. 

However… However, Simon had already committed many heinous deeds this reign, and Vouivre’s ties to the Cobweb deserved to be exploited to ensure her future destruction. If they approached her with sufficient leverage…

“She is a dragon who respects only strength,” Simon warned. “We can’t show weakness at any point, and even then, she will drive a hard bargain.”

Eole nodded in understanding. “But you do think she will negotiate?”

“I think she is pragmatic enough to buy what she needs rather than fight pointlessly.” She had tried to purchase Eole from the Cobweb the ‘legal’ way rather than kill everyone in Albert’s castle at least. “However, do you understand what will happen even in the best case scenario? She will use you to enslave all of Telluria, and most importantly, recover the archfiend crystal. We can’t allow that.”

“I know,” Eole agreed, arms crossed. “It is a mere idea for now, and we will need to cover our bases… but I think we might be able to extract some concessions. It would also let us earn her trust, and lay the groundwork for her destruction.”

We? Us? That detail wasn’t lost on Simon. He had been the one crafting their plans so far, with Eole either going along with them reluctantly or trying to avoid the inevitable, yet she was now proposing schemes on her own. Borsh’s words had hit a nerve. We’re partners-in-crime now.

Simon wasn’t sure how to take this development…



With few other options for now, Simon’s group completed the operation as planned. They collared hundreds of sleeping centaurs and left the rest to wake up with the pain of finding their countrymen missing. 

Simon told Eole he could handle that part, but she strangely insisted on participating, even though a part of her died with each binding. Simon suspected it was her way of dirtying her hands, to harden her resolve for the greater good, and the fact that the first thing she did after they returned to Valne was to take a long shower confirmed it. 

The best Simon could do to soften the blow without jeopardizing their cover was to claim a portion of the slaves as his personal ‘share’ of the raid and ensure the remainder would be shipped to nations with some protective slave legislation… though it would be little consolation in either case. 

Simon and his companions returned to Valne after completing the framing job, blaming the losses of slavers on a surprise attack from some centaurs and the ogre breaking out during the operation. Borsh’s division had a history of turnover and Weavers ran their own operations with full independence and he would stymie any investigation himself.

With Borsh now under his control, it wouldn’t take Simon long to fill the hole in the werewolf’s staff with imperial intelligence agents working for Shabram and thus slowly subvert that branch of the Cobweb’s organization. Simon intended to infest the power structure like a cancer slowly taking over a body from the inside, spreading his tendrils until their removal would become a costly or unthinkable affair. Cassandra would constantly keep an eye on Borsh for any sign of betrayal while monitoring the fetches for their future abduction plan. Simon wasn’t willing to muddy the water yet without covering his bases. 

First consolidate, then strike. 

Either way, Velvet held up her end of the bargain and came to fetch him for their ‘date’ the day after their return. “I admit I’m impressed,” she said upon guiding him to the butcher shop. “I haven’t seen such a lucrative slave run since Vouivre first entered the business.”

“How long has she been working with you?” Simon inquired. He noticed that Velvet hadn’t bothered to put on fancy clothes for their ‘date,’ so he was pretty sure it wouldn’t involve a dinner like with Remedia. He had also brought an umbrella along like she had asked. 

“A little over six years, I think? I can’t tell you more without violating client confidentiality.” Velvet guided him past the counter and then through dozens of doors. Simon was pretty sure she was taking extra twists and turns to ensure he couldn’t track back the exact pathway. “I hope you don’t mind the smell. I haven’t cleaned up my larder in some time.”

Her larder? Simon wondered as Velvet opened the final door, and a terrible stench suddenly filled his nostrils. Blood, urine, and feces were mixed with straw into a nauseating cocktail. The Attic had opened up into a damp room so dark he couldn’t see much, and so bitterly cold he could feel the chill in his bones. He heard muffled noises and lamentations all around him. 

Simon was sorely tempted to activate his Overlord armor to protect himself, but that would have shown weakness. He instead waited for Velvet to reach out for the darkness and light up a torch.

The first thing he saw was a rusty rack, and the rotting corpse still on it. 

Multiple foul implements came into view, from an iron maiden to a spiked iron chair, a shelf of tools including branding irons, sharp blades, a breaking wheel, and too many nails for even a carpenter to do anything with. Half a dozen people in rags were bound by chains and manacles inside dirty cells far too small for their occupants, each of them gagged and blindfolded. One of them, a woman hardly any older than Simon, was pissing herself. A couple of fetches kept watch over them with emotionless grins.

Simon suppressed a gulp of nausea. A torture room. 

“Sorry for the mess,” Velvet apologized, studying Simon’s face for any hint of nervousness the way a fox looked for an opening in a henhouse. “I usually don’t bring boys over.”

“I’ve seen worse,” Simon replied honestly. The Halls of the Minotaur’s cells had been much cleaner, though. “What did these people do?”

“They looked the other way,” Velvet replied with a wicked, contemptuous smile. Simon detected a hint of personal grudge there. “There used to be over fifty of them at one point. I come back here now and then to pick one out from my reserve, I have some fun, and then I lose interest.” She moved her torch to the corpse on the rack. “I had to leave this one midway through a session and forgot about them. It’s spoiled now.”

Hence the larder analogy. How clever. “Is your sister into this kind of entertainment too?”

“No, no, she’s too cold for that. She’s all business, no pleasure. It falls to me to have enough fun for the both of us.” Velvet smiled and invited him to follow her up a staircase. “The view upstairs is hardly better, but you did want to see my homeland.”

Simon nodded and climbed up the stairs, leaving the prisoners to moan in the dark for freedom and mercy they would never receive. He followed her up flagstone steps until faint light from above finally illuminated the darkness. They eventually reached a door which Velvet opened to reveal a ruined castle’s hall, drenched in mud and covered in debris. Simon only had to take a look up to the gray sky and rainclouds peeking from a hole in the roof to understand why his ‘date’ so insisted on bringing an umbrella. He opened his own to cover them from the downpour, then ascended a still mostly intact outer wall offering them a good view of the area. 

As Simon suspected, the Attic had led them to an old castle built in a style closer to Magvolia’s than Endymion’s, with pointy towers and whitestone foundations. Ivy had begun to cover its stones, its tallest tower had fallen, and the moat had become a small lake flooding most of the courtyard. 

“Welcome to Gorre Castle,” Velvet said. “Seat of the late Lord Maleagant, Duke of Gorre, faithful servant of the Holy King of Lore.”

“Lore?” Simon blinked in surprise as he looked at the countryside. The smoke of forges rose from a city on the lake’s other bank, and he could see a dreary dark ocean further ahead. “This is the Holy Kingdom of Lore?”

“The Dukedom of Gorre covers the northern side of the country, hence the stormy weather,” Velvet mused. “Underwhelming, isn’t it?” 

“A bit.” Simon had to admit she was right, if she wasn’t lying about their location. He had read and fantasized a lot about Lore, the second-greatest foe of Endymion behind Illusea itself and land of valorous knights; doubly so since his mother would have taken him here had Balzam Magnos not savagely murdered her. He had expected great fortified cities and beautiful fields like in Cocagne, not a ruin facing a common city blanketed in smoke. “I can’t believe my mother wanted to bring me here.”

“I heard your father murdered her when you were still a child.” She had done her research. “Is that true?”

“Yes,” Simon replied bitterly. “I hope for your sake your parents had a more functional relationship than mine.”

“I don’t know, I never knew them. My mother abandoned my sister and I at birth, so there was no love lost there. By the time we could afford a divination to track her down, she was already a corpse in an unmarked grave.”

Simon frowned. “Wait… your sister told me you were born into the Cobweb.”

“She told you that? Well, it wasn’t a complete lie. Our organization wasn’t called the Cobweb back then.” Velvet put a hand on the outer wall. “It doesn’t look like it, but this used to be the richest region in Lore. The late duke grew rich and fat on the trade with Muse.”

“Doesn’t look like it now,” Simon admitted. The fact that the castle lay in ruins and had been turned into a den for thieves and torturers didn’t bode well for the region. “I prefer Valne.”

“So do most visitors. Other lords would have invested in luxury and splendid architecture, but Lord Maleagant had three passions: forges, to build weapons to fight the Overlord’s armies; sellswords, to fight the White Unicorn’s wars…” A bitter smile formed on her lips. “And orphanages, to take care of the poor children that were left in their wake. He raised so many of them in these walls we almost had more children than maids.” 

“We?” Simon quickly put two and two together. “Ah, I see. I take it this duke had a darker side?”

“What preachy knight doesn’t?” Velvet replied. “Orphans like us were trained since we could walk. The lucky few would become squires or knights for the White Unicorn’s wars, or handle the dukedom’s administration; most, like my sister and I, were given darker tasks. Lord Maleagant was very protective of his trade monopoly, enough to rob and kill rivals over it. His reach spread across the straits to Muse, and eventually to Valne.”

“So the Cobweb started out as a duke’s private shadow army?” There was something darkly ironic about such a monstrous organization growing from the Paladin kingdom’s underbelly… assuming anything Velvet said was true. “You said he’s dead? Is the Prince of Spiders his successor?”

“You could say that. The Duke of Gorre overplayed his hand one time too many, and the Prince of Spiders murdered him to take over his organization. My sister and I inherited the castle afterwards.” She sat on the wet crenellation without discomfort, then crossed her arms lasciviously. “Do you want it? A castle would fit the Overlord more than a gambling den.”

“I don’t think my Paladin-loving neighbors would take kindly to that,” Simon replied mirthfully. 

“I think they would,” Velvet replied, her smirk widening. “Since you can cast prayers and all.”

Simon smiled back at her, his rising tension hidden behind a mask of smugness. 

The truth was that he had only used his prayers a handful of times this reign. For crafting sessions, most of all, to heal his imp test subjects when practicing his spells, and when he enslaved Borsh. Velvet might have witnessed him during any of these occasions. 

Don’t give anything away, Simon told himself. Play the fool, just in case. “What can I say? The Light loves me as much as the Dark.”

Her smile deepened the same way her sister’s did, as if in on a joke he didn’t quite understand. “How much does it love you?”

There was weight to her question. Simon sensed it wasn’t idle curiosity, so he decided to indulge her to fish for information. 

“Lightstone, burn that which offends thee!” Simon snapped his fingers and summoned a pillar of heavenly fire into the courtyard. “Kindling!”

The look of barely-concealed triumph in Velvet’s eyes when she saw the flame was the same she had shown him back when he worked for Mastemo. She looked so unbearably pleased that it sent chills down his spine. 

“What a wonderful glow indeed,” she said, crossing her legs lasciviously. “What’s your birth sign?”

There was only one reason why she would ask something like that, and it pointed to disturbing possibilities. “The Minotaur.”

“Truly?” She frowned in slight confusion. “And your ascendant?”

“I don’t know. I never learned where I was born.” The spark of interest returned in Velvet’s gaze, and she nodded as if it confirmed some suspicion of her. “Don’t tell me you believe in astrology when it comes to love and friendship?”

“Of course I believe in the Zodiac. And so should you.” Velvet’s smirk now showed teeth. “In fact… I think you’re exactly the kind of man we’ve been looking for.”

“He’s not.” By now, Simon was so used to Silk sneaking up on him that hearing her voice coming from behind him hardly startled him. “He’s the Overlord.”

“How do you explain this, then?” Velvet asked her sister. “He’s favored.”

Simon glanced over his shoulder to see Silk scowling behind him. 

“It has to be a trick,” she insisted. “I don’t trust him. And even if he is, if we tell Verney–”

“We don’t have to,” Velvet replied. “This is our chance to take him out.”

“Your chance to do what?” Simon asked in annoyance. He hated missing key context in conversations. “What are you two babbling about?”

“A coup, my friend. We’re plotting a coup.” Velvet clasped her hands. “Would you like to become the new Prince of Spiders?”
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  “A coup?” Simon repeated, his voice heavy with skepticism. “Are you plotting against your master?”

“I am, for the both of us,” Velvet replied. “My sister is a bit too skittish.”

“And you’re too impulsive; Velvet,” Silk countered harshly. She then turned her icy glare on Simon. “The Overlord is not to be trifled with. We may end up trading Verney for an even more dangerous party.”

“We need to take the gamble before he accumulates too many crystals,” Velvet insisted. “He’ll become unstoppable at this rat–”

An annoyed Simon put on his Overlord armor, his miasma erupting across the outer wall in a wave of shadows and terror. A startled Velvet nearly fell off the wall while two weapons appeared in Silk’s hands: a single-edged saber in the right, and the Crab grimoire in the left.

“Enough of this prattle!” Simon ordered once he had their attention. “I shall have the truth this instant! Speak now or cease wasting my time!”

Silk adopted a battle stance, but her sister raised her hands in appeasement. “Easy you two, we’re all on the same side,” she said. “We’ve been doing things your way, sister. Won’t you let us try my approach for once?”

Silk scoffed. “He wouldn’t have come to us if he were strong enough to take on Verney.”

“Not strong enough yet,” Velvet insisted, smiling at Simon next. “You didn’t answer my previous question. Would you like to become the new Prince of Spiders?”

Simon scowled behind his helmet as he considered her words. This had to be a test of loyalty of some kind, a trick. “Why ask me this?”

“Because I have been paying close attention to you since you joined us,” Velvet replied as she sat back on the wall. “You’ve been slowly building up your own Cobweb inside the Cobweb under the guise of an apprenticeship, stealing resources and gathering allies. You’re the Overlord. You’ll always want more power.”

“And you think I will be a kinder master than your current one?” Simon inquired. Could they actually be plotting treachery against the Prince of Spiders? Betrayal ran deep in this organization, but he struggled to see what these two would gain from it.

“A stabler partner, which should tell you how low the bar has gotten nowadays,” Velvet replied. “Verney has gone insane, and he has to be removed.”

Simon squinted behind his helmet. “So Count Verney is the Prince of Spiders?”

“Verney is the Cobweb’s true master,” Velvet confirmed while her sister frowned at her. “He created the fetches and the Attic that let us expand our influence across the globe.”

Could it be? Simon squinted with skepticism, knowing better than to take these two at their word. “Is he a mage?”

“No, he is something else entirely,” Velvet admitted. “He’s a vile fey creature that has infiltrated Lorean society, though we’re not sure what kind.”

This would fit Remedia’s intel that fetches were usually the creations of the Fairy Tribe, and Simon had felt something odd and unnatural about Verney, so it might be accurate information. “How strong is he?”

“Stronger than you,” Silk replied bluntly.

“Stronger for now,” Velvet insisted. “He clashed with your brother Louis and survived. Make of that what you will.”

“If he’s so strong, then why plot against him?” Simon asked. He sensed deceit. “You serve as his second-in-commands, isn’t that enough for you two?”

“It was when we were working for power and money.” Velvet pointed at her sister’s Crab grimoire. “Now we are releasing archdemons into the wild.”

Simon’s spine tensed more than a bowstring, his fists clenching. “I’m listening.”

Velvet smiled in satisfaction now that she had his full attention, while her sister frowned and lowered her weapons.

“I don’t think you understand the true value of the Zodiac crystals, or else you wouldn’t be giving their locations away so easily,” Velvet said. “Some people sharing the same birth sign as the crystal can draw immense power from the archdemon sealed within. We found a way to draw out a fraction of it through items like my sister’s grimoire, but only a compatible wielder can use their full might.”

That was technically true, but missing the key detail that it involved merging with the demon. Simon wondered if that was ignorance or a deliberate omission. He decided to play the fool for now, both because it might cause them to slip up or clarify their intentions.

“My sister and I would rather keep these creatures safely bound, but Verney, Bert, and their ilk don’t fear the Zodiac Fiends or want to bind them. They worship them.” Velvet clasped her hands. “The Cobweb is slowly turning into a closeted demon cult, and we need to clean house before the rot spreads any further.”

The Cobweb, a demonic cult-in-the-making? Simon was partly skeptical. It would explain some things, but some details clashed with the tale.

“Why do you keep one of them bound in a grimoire then?” Simon inquired. “Chrom Cruak and Ludwig Bert were talking about containing the Scales, not releasing it.”

“That’s what they say, but we’ve discovered evidence that Chrom and Bert are running experiments behind our backs,” Velvet said. “They’ve been butchering beastmen and slaves in an attempt to create vessels for the demons’ power, among other things.”

“Verney is taking risks that may destroy what we have built to obtain more of these crystals,” Silk conceded. “He is planning to rob Vouivre, the Queen of Cocagne, and other powerful figures in the near-future, which will put too much heat on our operations for uncertain gains, among other things...”

Simon grunted in cold anger. He thought the attack on Fabliau had been a mere happenstance brought about by multiple variables, but it seemed the Cobweb had been after the Lion Zodiac Fiend from the start. Their siege of the flying castle had only taken such a violent form because the Cobweb could recruit Vouivre and the War Party to go along with its plot.

Which meant that the Prince would make a move against Remedia sooner or later.

Not this time, Simon promised himself before he asked, “Is that why you were asking for my zodiac sign? You fear I am compatible with one of them?”

“Yes… and no,” Velvet replied. “The truth is that there exists a power even greater than that of the Zodiac, which only those favored by the Light Megalith can unlock. A power that Verney craves.”

“What kind of power?” Simon insisted. And why would his birth sign matter for the Light Megalith?

“Have I got your full attention now?” Velvet inquired. “Maybe I’ll tell you that secret… after Verney’s out of the picture.”

Simon scoffed dismissively. “Is that all that you promise in return for me waging your battles? A fairy tale?”

“We’re promising you a throne,” Velvet countered. “It certainly won’t be as fancy as that big monstrosity in Frightwall, but it’ll be a nice springboard for the day you’ll take that one.”

“You only offer me dreams and promises,” Simon replied, opening his palm to summon the Devil Brands. “If we are to sign a true pact, then accept my marks.”

Silk sneered at him. “Do you believe us foolish enough to take those?”

“We aren’t trading one leash for another,” her sister concurred.

“Then what guarantee do I have that this is a genuine offer, rather than a trap?” Simon asked.

“The fact we could have sold you out to Vouivre, Louis, and the White Unicorn by now? If we wanted to betray you, we already would have.” Velvet replied with coy confidence. “If you want proof, simply go along with Bert and Cruak’s favors. I’m sure they’ll try to indoctrinate you into their little plot.”

Simon had spent too many reigns fighting back the Cobweb’s backstabbing attempts to believe her. He would bet his hand they would betray him at some point, likely right after they succeeded in overthrowing the Prince of Spiders, if that was even their true goal. They would have no use for an Overlord after that, and he had plenty of enemies they could sell his identity to.

Then again, Simon thought, I could grab a few benefits before that sudden, but inevitable betrayal comes… and when it does, I will be ready. 

“All I hear is that you need me, but don’t offer much beyond vague promises,” he replied, his gauntleted finger pointing at Silk’s fiendish grimoire. “That will seal our agreement.”

Silk scoffed in disdain. “I’m not surrendering a Zodiac crystal.”

“I have no need for the crystal.” Though he would have it as well in time. “What I want is a sealing grimoire of my own. A safe way to contain those demons.”

The main issue Simon currently faced with the Dark Visionary ritual was securing a Zodiac Fiend crystal in a way that wouldn’t cause the demon to either escape or try to take him over. He was somewhat confident his Class and Indomitable Crown would protect him, but attempting to use one of those malicious artifacts for an untested ritual without additional safety measures would lead to disaster.

The sisters exchanged a quick glance, after which Silk sighed in annoyance. “There is no safe way to handle an archdemon,” she said, “I can teach you this grimoire’s secret, but you will need to prove yourself first. I do not trust you.”

“That will do.” Simon nodded sharply. So far so good. “What’s your plan?”

“We can’t move against Verney until we have taken out or turned his loyalists among the Weavers,” Velvet explained. “Bert and Chrom Cruak are his allies. Renal and Borsh will go along with whoever is in charge, as will Granny Radhag. Albert is an easily intimidated tool, and Voltobauta is on his way out.”

“On his way out?” Simon blinked. “How so?”

“You don’t know?” Silk scoffed. “He has gone to the Valean League and pledged his pirate fleet’s assistance in the White Unicorn’s plans to retake Magvolia. He kept your existence and his Weaver membership a secret from them, but he’ll be ferrying their forces across the Dragonsea.”

That… that’s new, Simon thought. Voltobauta always sat out the so-called War of the Triad in past reigns. What had changed? The bet. 

Of course. The Adventurer was a Lorean woman, so she was likely a White Unicorn supporter. Voltobauta must have bet his assistance in their upcoming war with Endymion, which explained why he had sounded so mad about losing the wager. The fact that the Overlord was safely hidden in Valne and seemingly uninterested in the continental conflict probably factored heavily into his decision as well.

“Bert is Verney’s creature and will have to be killed, but the Count promised something to secure Chrom Cruak’s cooperation,” Silk said. “We believe he could be turned.”

“Neither of us could find what Verney promised him, but surely an Overlord can outbid him,” Velvet replied. “Find a way to turn Chrom to our side when fulfilling his favor, and we’ll tell you more about the grimoire.”

“Or kill Bert,” Silk added. “Either outcome will serve us.”

Simon would probably have slain Bert for free, but he would be happy to be paid for the deed. “What can you tell me about Bert? I know the least about him.”

“He’s one of Verney’s creations, differing from the fetches he crafted in one aspect only,” Silk replied, “He was imbued with a wicked soul, which lets him feel emotions and use Crestones.”

That would explain why Voltobauta’s Perks registered him as neither alive nor undead, Simon thought. The aura of Dark coming from Bert was likely the result of his unholy origins. “Which Class?”

“That is a secret he keeps under wraps,” Silk replied, “But I do not think he is all that strong. He never engages in battle nor sullies his hands directly. He will be no match for you if you can catch him unaware.”

Simon had his doubts, but he pretended to go along so as not to appear weak. “Then we have an agreement,” he declared. “I will deal with Bert and investigate Chrom Cruak, so long as you fulfill your obligations.”

This pleased Velvet. “I’m happy you’re with us. Yes, you crave power… but when my sister warned you you were making too much noise, you actually listened and tightened the screws. I think you’re calculating.” Her smile widened. “Reasonable.”

“He’s not,” Silk replied. “He’s too brazen by half.”

“My sister is a skeptic, but I think we can work well together,” Velvet crossed her legs lasciviously, tilting her head slightly. “Closely together.”

Did she truly think such seduction would work on him? Then again, Simon did keep two female slaves in his retinue and his father was infamous for his voracious appetite for female flesh. She might have misread his motives and character.

All in all, Simon could only think of three possibilities.

The first was that this was all a test of loyalty of some kind from the Prince of Spiders. The sisters might have lied to him about almost everything on their secret master’s behalf to see if he would actually plot and act against him if given the chance.

The second and least likely possibility was that they were entirely honest, that they were indeed plotting a coup against the Prince of Spiders after he had grown too reckless in his pursuit of the Zodiac crystals and were looking for an out. Simon had suffered too many betrayals to totally believe it.

And the third and most likely possibility… was that those two were plotting a coup, but that they didn’t intend to share power. They plotted to send the Overlord and the Prince of Spiders on a collision course in the hope they would take out each other, or be so weakened they could slay the victor in his moment of triumph. Simon had run that con himself too often not to see the strings.

Either way, Simon decided to play along for now until he learned more. He didn’t actually have to commit to a side for the moment, one way or another.

He would bury them all in the end.



The very first thing Simon did after returning to Rosanne was to investigate the twins’ tale a bit more thoroughly. Thankfully, he knew someone with an ear on Lore’s pulse and who owed him a favor…

“Count Verney?” Mel asked, after he had invited her to his office. “What do you want with that recluse?”

“He has been interfering with some of my affairs lately,” Simon lied. “I was hoping to get a better understanding of the man, and see how I should approach him.”

“Good luck with that. He hardly ever leaves his castle since that bastard Louis nearly skewered him when the Overlord invaded Magvolia.” Mel crossed her arms. “Satine did meet him once.”

“Oh?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “Under what circumstances?”

“Well… wedding talks…” Mel scratched her cheek. “Count Verney has been looking for a wife for some time, and he’s so devout he’s only interested in priestesses of the Light. Satine is one of the best Theurges in the world, so her supporters figured he could be a good match.”

Interesting… “I assume the arrangement didn’t go through?”

“Nah. Satine said she found him courteous, but he was looking for someone whose ‘light shone brighter,’ whatever that means.” Mel scoffed. “I’ve heard the Orthodoxy sends him aspiring priestesses and vestals every month or so to see if one strikes his fancy, but none have matched his impossible standards so far.”

That particular detail bothered Simon. The Dark radiated from Verney, so why would he be so interested in marrying a priestess of the Light? Moreover, Simon had no doubt a Paladin or Templar would have picked up on his suspicious aura during the Magvolia conflict.

Something didn’t add up there… was Verney being impersonated by a fey or demonic creature after the real one perished fighting Louis?

Mel had little else to tell Simon on the matter, though she did inform him that Verney had apparently commissioned a lot of archeological digs in Lore in the past few years. He had apparently grown very interested in pre-Doom ruins and artifacts since the Magvolia campaign; perhaps due to his association with Chrom Cruak. Simon’s gut told him they were looking for something in particular, though he drew a blank at what. More Zodiac Fiend crystals perhaps?

Could Verney be possessed? If the Prince of Spiders had found a Zodiac crystal and accepted to merge with the demon to save his life or gain enough power to claim his revenge against Louis, then it would explain both his change in behavior, his affinity for the Dark, and that drive to investigate anything related to the fiends...

Either way, Simon thanked Mel for her information and then sent her on her way with a promise to smuggle weapons for royalist rebels in Magvolia. Everything was slowly lining up for a Lore-Valne allied landing in the region, which ought to inflict a crippling blow to the War Party’s efforts.

Ironically enough, the landing was planned for the first of Germinal; the very same day when the civil war would have started without Frightwall’s bombardment. Simon was starting to find it suspicious how some dates continued to come up again and again. Perhaps it was the Oracle’s guiding hand, or fate trying to restore its course after being interfered with by the Overlord.

As for Shabram, she had little more to say since Verney had been a low priority for imperial intelligence since his retirement from the White Unicorn movement.

“Prince Louis still insists to this day that he killed Count Verney during their clash,” Shabram informed him through telepathy. “Your brother drove his sword through the man’s heart and gained a Hellblade level from it. We attributed his survival to Prince Louis slaying a body double.”

“It’s a possibility,” Simon agreed. The Cobweb had an army of fetches under its control, though Voltobauta’s comments about his Class sending him conflicting signals about Verney pointed to the unnatural nature of his survival. “What about the Duke of Gorre?”

“Duke Maleagant acted as an intermediary and information broker for the King of Lore, so we have an extensive file on him,” Shabram replied. “He was one of the main backers and financial supporters of the White Unicorn forces that fought us in Magvolia six years ago. His soldiers nicknamed him the ‘Sellsword Duke’ for all the mercenaries he employed.”

Simon was more and more certain that the Cobweb started as a private Lorean spy ring that slowly evolved into a criminal syndicate over time. That would explain its incestuous ties to the White Unicorn.

According to Shabram, the Duke of Gorre returned to Lore after the conquest of Magvolia six years prior, at which point he perished alongside most of his staff in a massive fire that destroyed most of his castle. The man himself had apparently fallen to his death during the incident, and quite a few of the bodies discovered showed sword and laceration wounds.

“Nearly three hundred people perished or disappeared that day, and the reasons for the fire were never discovered,” Shabram concluded. “Locals blamed a payment dispute between Duke Gorre and his sellswords, others an attack by Endymion. Since the Duke had no trueborn children, his belongings were split between his adopted sons and daughters as per his will. The deed to the castle reverted to a certain Elsa Nightingale.”

Silk’s alias. Simon had the sneaky suspicion that a lot of the missing people ended up in her sister’s private larder. “Was she noted to have a sibling?”

“Not that I know of. Our file says that she let the castle fall into disrepair to focus on an import-export consortium that eventually merged with the Bert Trading Company, and bribed many officials to smother investigations into the Duke’s criminal ties. Officials preferred to ignore evidence of misconduct on account of the man’s popularity.”

“I see. Keep me informed if anything comes up.” Every detail counted. “Stay away from Magvolia too. I suspect the War Party will soon lose that region. Too many forces are arrayed against it.”

“The writing has been on the wall for some time,” Shabram replied. “Princess Lauriane already transferred most of the key Crestone-production facilities east.”

Of course Louis and Lauriane wouldn’t sit idle while a massive fleet gathered across the Dragonsea. They had managed to repel it in a previous reign, but they were in a far worse position this time around. The Church Party and Vouivre were slowly chipping at Louis’ dominion in spite of his own overwhelming power, and the latter should soon expel Dassein from Telluria.

Eole wanted me to organize a meeting with Vouivre to hash out a deal and save the shifters, if possible, Simon thought as he wrote down his agenda for the coming days. I’m still not sure if that’s a good idea, but it’s worth considering… I need to finish the Ruin spell and practice with Belzemine on the self-destruct one, coordinate with the Honorious family and Shabram on our infiltration of Borsh’s operations, find time to complete the hag’s request and–

Knock.

Simon’s head perked up from his documents and he stared at his office’s door. “Belzemine? Eole?” he asked, activating his Overlord armor, casting all of his buffs, and putting on a Nightveil at the lack of answer. He had no other meeting planned for today. “Who’s there?”

The door opened on its own, and a familiar face smiled at him on the other side.

“Greetings, good sir.” A grinning fetch stood on the threshold. “Would you follow me? You have been invited.”

Simon blinked in surprise, his gaze wandering to the space behind the fetch. Instead of the corridor outside the office, the threshold now opened into a well-lit, stony hall.

I can’t believe it… Simon immediately contacted Belzemine through telepathy. “Agnes, move to the corridor and tell me if my office door is open.”

“One moment,” Belzemine said, no doubt walking out of her own room to check. “It is closed, Your Majesty.”

Damn it. “Open it, and tell me what you see.”

Belzemine answered him after a short silence and sounded markedly unnerved. “A wall, Your Majesty. It opens to a wall.”

“Stay there and wait for further orders,” he informed Belzemine before rising up and following the fetch past the threshold. “We might need to blow a hole in the wall.”

The secret Attic doorway opened into a luxurious lord’s hall, with a long table facing a burning fireplace beneath an atlas of the known world. Stony walls surrounded him from all sides, with multiple windows offering a view of a foggy marsh outside.

Count Verney was sitting at the table’s end, smiling at him. “Greetings, Your Majesty. My apologies for the urgent summons, and the deception.”

Simon pointed at the door. “How long?”

“Since long before you arrived in Valne,” Count Verney replied with a hint of amusement. “I usually install one of these… private backdoors in any Spinner’s headquarters to ensure I can contact them at my leisure without the Prince of Spiders catching wind of it.”

And neither Belzemine nor I ever not—wait. Simon’s eyes widened in confusion. “The Prince of Spiders?”

“Yes. I suspect that if they haven’t already set you up to kill me, then they will do so soon.” Count Verney pointed at a seat to his left. “I thought it was time we had a chat, Your Majesty, about what’s truly going on.”
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  The room was so quiet that Simon could hear the stark noise of the fireplace cracking. 

No servant came to serve them wine or food, no wind blew against the window outside, and the man in front of him—if he was a man at all—produced no noise to speak of. Simon was starting to wonder if he even breathed. He sat down next to Verney at the table, his fingers steepling and ready to fire off a spell at the first sign of danger. Simon didn’t think his host would have brought him here this way if he had wished to fight, but one could never know with the Cobweb… 

“You seem unsettled, Your Majesty,” Count Verney said calmly. “What bothers you? My abode’s air? The doorway in your office?”

Everything. “I admit I was wondering if you were the Prince of Spiders.”

“You flatter me, Your Majesty, but I am no prince of thieves. Do you think I would trust someone like Silk with the Crab crystal if I were?” Verney’s smile was so simple and yet so unnerving. “It’s a cunning trick she has pulled, isn’t it? That whole princely charade.”

Simon’s eyes widened slightly as the implications hit him like a hammer to the face. “You don’t mean–”

“The talking statue is such an insidious con,” Verney said. “All Silk has to do is light up its eyes and put words in its mouth through magic, and everyone suddenly believes in the existence of an unseen mastermind. A wonderful piece of theater, wouldn’t you say?” 

Silk has always been present whenever the statue spoke… and when she had the opportunity to bind Asterion, she tried to enslave it to the Prince of Spiders rather than herself, even though she claims to be plotting betrayal this reign, Simon thought, the pieces falling into place. Verney has a point, no criminal mastermind would trust a lieutenant with an artifact as powerful as the Crab crystal, even a trusted follower.

Unless… unless the lieutenant and its master were one and the same. 

“The Prince of Spiders is a mirage, an illusion conjured up by lies and belief,” Verney confirmed his suspicions. “So long as criminals search for a mysterious mastermind behind everything, they fail to see the puppeteer standing right in front of them.”

“Which of them holds the Rogue Crestone?” Simon inquired. 

“Silk. Her sister Velvet is too impulsive to be trusted with either a Noble Crestone or Zodiac Fiend crystal. She does have enough Assassin levels to take over for her sister should she be incapacitated though.” Verney looked away. “I am sure those two snakes are plotting my demise as we speak. They won’t dare to make a direct move to avoid a deadly schism in our organization, but you, as an outsider muscling his way in, will make for a fine dupe.”

“Would they even dare to try?” Simon lied, knowing very well they were already plotting it. “You seem to control the Attic they rely on to maintain their organization.”

“Who is the master of the road? The craftsman that built it, or the chariot that rides it each day?” Verney shrugged. “One of the Rogue’s Perks allows them to undo any lock or obstacle. They can force open any seal, bypass any barrier, open any door… including those of my Attic. I am a powerful asset in that I alone can open more doors, but now that I oppose their plans to weaponize the crystals, I am no longer invaluable.”

“That’s a worrying tale, yet forgive me if I doubt its veracity,” Simon said evasively, doing his best not to give any hint of his true intentions and knowledge. “You reek of the Dark.”

“So do you,” Verney replied, “Yet I sense it was no more a choice for you than it was for me.”

Simon scoffed and didn’t mince his words. “What are you, truly? An impostor wearing a dead man’s skin? An undead corpse raised by some necromancer after my brother felled you? Is there anything left of the real Verney inside that shell?”

“I have changed, that is true, but my loyalties have not.” His hands moved to his tunic and shirt, which he began to undo. “You are right about one thing though.”

Verney revealed his bare chest to him, along with the baleful thing enshrined where the heart should have been. Simon blinked in horror as he saw all of his worst suspicions confirmed. 

“I did not survive my duel with your brother,” Verney admitted. 

A light purple miasma crystal was embedded in his torso, merged with his flesh and skin in a way far more intimate than Borsh’s clockwork contraptions. The baleful symbol of the Twins pulsated on its surface like a bleeding scar.

Simon immediately bolted out of his seat in alarm and summoned his mace. “You are a demonic host?!” 

“So you know what these crystals truly are, then,” Verney replied calmly. He did not rise from his seat nor strike. “Please, all I ask is that you listen to my tale. I have no wish to fight, and a pointless battle will only profit the true enemy.”

Simon’s hand gripped his mace tighter. “You have five minutes.”

“Thank you,” Verney replied as he put his tunic back on. “I had found this crystal during an archeological expedition to Muse, in what feels like a lifetime ago. I had been looking for a pre-Doom weapon that would let us defeat Gargauth. Instead, I unearthed an equally terrible evil bound to an elven sword. I took it upon myself to bring it with me to Lore, where I hoped prayers and holy words would eventually purify it.” 

“I take it the Light didn’t show you the way,” Simon quipped. 

“It did, but I couldn’t see it.” Verney scowled in slight distaste, though Simon couldn’t tell it was because he disdained the Light or the blasphemy. “The demon would spend many, many years whispering to me, trying to convince me to free it. I refused, of course…”

“Until Louis,” Simon guessed. “You sold your soul to survive.”

“It was my most shameful moment,” Verney admitted. “When I lay bleeding on the ground with a hole where my heart should have been, watching your father’s armies marching onto Magvolia’s royal castle to enslave yet another country… I admit my faith wavered for a brief instant. A void opened within my soul, and the Uncanny Twins flowed in to fill the gap.”

He rose from his seat and peered through the window. Simon was sorely tempted to strike at his exposed back, but held his hand. This creature’s behavior reminded him so much of Louis, of his brother’s unflappable confidence that nothing could truly harm him. Fighting such a monster in its own lair would be suicide, and the man in front of Simon could be a fetch or an illusion on top of everything for all he knew. 

“However… while our spirits merged and our memories joined, I realized what I mistook for false promises were genuine pleas,” Verney said as he looked at the fog outside. “The demon inside me had centuries to meditate on its situation. It had grown tired of the endless conflict with men, and wished no more than to live a free existence in luxurious secrecy.” 

Simon stifled his laughter. “You honestly expect me to believe that?”

“And yet, it is the truth. It revealed to me many dark secrets, including the fact that it was only one archfiend out of thirteen.” Verney turned back to face him. “Mardok himself was one of them, as is the fiend inside the Scales crystal in Bujan.”

“So you plan to recruit both of us?” Simon asked with disdain. “To form an international alliance of Zodiac Fiends to destroy the world?”

“No,” Verney replied with utmost seriousness. “I want us to seal away the other fiends, before it’s too late.”

Huh? Simon blinked in genuine surprise, and remained at a loss for words. What is this? 

“That Scales demon, Exodeos, is so mad he would seek to undo the universe if freed,” Verney said. “Others, like Shin-Drazil the Water-Carrier and Asterion the Minotaur, would rain down such destruction that I do not think our planet would survive the resulting chaos.”

Asterion? That gave Simon pause. Having actually met the archfiend in person and found him to be rather depressed, he struggled to imagine the Minotaur as the destructive type. Then again, he could have been a very different entity prior to centuries of sealing… and Verney doesn’t know I met him too. 

“And your demonic tenant doesn’t want that?” Simon inquired in disbelief. He knew from Asterion that the Zodiac Fiends all pursued different objectives, but only Mardok had been vicious enough to actually sabotage his brethren.

“I told you, it is tired of war and seeks only to hide now,” Verney confirmed as he sat back down in his chair. “When I learned about the other demons, the constant conflict with the Overlord suddenly seemed trivial. I decided I would dedicate all my time and resources to neutralizing this threat, so I allied with the Prince of Spiders to build the organization that would become the Cobweb. Our plan was to infiltrate the darkest corners of society and watch over those who would lust for the Zodiac Fiends’ power.”

That’s not what the sisters told me, Simon thought. Which of these three is lying to me? Or maybe all of them are? “Was the slavery, drugs, and everything else part of the plan?”

“I won’t deny we had to form alliances with unsavory people to expand our network,” Verney replied, unflappable. “You must understand one cannot earn the trust of rogues and criminals without dirtying one’s hands, and there are few knights willing to do so. It had to be done.”

He had a point, considering Simon had been doing the exact same thing to infiltrate the Cobweb, but his words felt hollow somehow. “You are a powerful noble with connections to the White Unicorn,” Simon pointed out, “Why not warn them?”

“First of all, I feared the more people knew about the Zodiac Fiends, then the more fools would covet their power,” Verney replied. “The White Unicorn is a loose coalition focused on fighting the Overlord, and includes as many greedy sellswords, disgruntled royals, and ambitious social climbers as it does valorous heroes; many of whom would use the crystals for evil or misguided purposes.” He let out a conspiratorial sigh. “Moreover… I am certain that the Oracle knows about the Zodiac Fiends, but does little to nothing to stop them. She focuses all of her efforts on stopping the Overlord at the exclusion of all other threats to humanity. Don’t you find that suspicious?”

“I do,” Simon conceded. He had had his own doubts about the Oracle’s plans and strategy, though it didn’t change the fact Verney had the means to pursue his goals without creating an international crime ring. Something rings false about him. 

“While the suffering the Cobweb inflicted has weighed on my mind, I considered it a fair trade once we found the Crab crystal and managed to contain it in a grimoire…” Verney scowled. “It was there that I erred the most. The knowledge that the Zodiac Fiends could be bound to serve aroused the sisters’ greed. All they want is to claim more of them, heedless of the danger.”

“Assuming I believe any word of what you said, why would you tell me this?” Simon had spent enough time in demons’ company to understand every single one of them was a wicked creature not to be trusted nor underestimated, even those he had enslaved. “Why tell me, the Overlord?”

“Because you didn’t choose to inherit this Class, did you?” he asked, his tone sharp. “The power of the Dark was forced upon your soul… and it weighs on you.” The count leaned towards his guest. “You didn’t come here to gain levels, but to stop Silk and her kind from misusing the Zodiac Fiends. You knew the Cobweb was looking for them the moment you knocked on our door.”

“You are mistaken, Count,” Simon replied, though his words had rattled him. This man was as sharp as Louis in some ways. “You look for signs that aren’t there.”

“No, I don’t think so. I have watched you very closely. While you reserve your cruelty towards the wicked, I sense that there is good in you.” Verney smiled back, and this time Simon could see a hint of warmth. “The Light sees it too, in the way it still grants you prayers when the Overlord’s shadows do not block it.”

If only he knew that favor was born of deceit… or was it? Part of Simon wondered if the favor that the Light Megalith showed him was a reflection of the potential he once had; the seed of heroism that would have led him to become the Paladin had his father not robbed him of his destiny.

“It is a lonely road that we walk, but the power we wield does not define us, however sinister it might be,” Verney said with sympathy. “So to answer your question… I have approached you because I see myself in you. I think that together, we can prevent greater evils from ruining this world which we hold dear.”

Simon would be lying if Verney’s words didn’t find an echo within him. He was right that Simon had been saddled with the Overlord Class, and compelled to use its intrinsically cruel powers for the greater good. Part of him wanted to believe that there were others like him, that someone could truly understand his position. Verney had taken a great risk approaching him, and if Silk was indeed the Prince of Spiders, he could make a formidable ally. The Attic alone would be a priceless resource for all future reigns. 

However…

However, Simon had a nagging feeling there was something wrong with this entire tale. It was partly believable, and some details were likely true, but the way Verney resembled Louis rubbed him the wrong way. He seemed too detached from humanity in eerie ways, far too much for someone who should claim to care about it. 

Is there a hole in his story? Simon wondered. Verney hadn’t mentioned the inhuman experiments he found in Cocagne, nor how Bert and Chrom Cruak fit into everything. He tried to recall the end of his past reign. Had he missed a detail?

“It shouldn’t take this long,” Casval had said, right before their final fight. “It’s two of us and a spare vessel against one of those detestable heroes.”

When the barrier collapsed, Silk was dead, her grimoire destroyed, and a shadowy figure had beheaded Remedia. Simon had never sensed a whiff of Dark coming from Silk, so she was likely the ‘spare vessel’… which meant that the other Zodiac Fiend present was– 

“You said your crystal was bound to a sword?” Simon inquired, a nagging doubt forming in his mind. “Can you show it to me? I wonder if we could learn how to better seal the Zodiac Fiends from it.”

“I fear this would be a waste of time, but if you insist…” Verney waved his hands, a sword appearing from ambient shadows. “Here.”

He calmly presented Simon with the very saber that beheaded Remedia. 

Simon thanked the Light for his foresight in casting Nightveil and putting on the Overlord armor before walking into this room, or else his fury would have shown. He immediately recognized the very same curved, elvish-style saber the shadowy figure who slew Remedia pulled on him at the end of his last reign.

Which meant…

It’s him, Simon thought as he studied the blade, catching Verney’s smiling reflection in its edge. I found your murderer, Remedia. 

And since he had both allied with a possessed Casval and fought to free the Lion, then he had been lying from start to finish about his motivations. He was no reluctant fiend nor a necessary evil working for the greater good, but a deceitful demon through and through. 

This wicked monster was insidious. He had immediately spotted Simon’s deep-seated desire to use the Overlord Class to save the world, and exploited it. Verney’s speech might even have worked on him had Simon approached the Cobweb in an earlier reign, when he hadn’t suffered so many betrayals at their hands. It took Simon all of his self-control not to grip the saber in anger and skewer its wielder where he stood. 

Whether Verney was the real Prince of Spiders or not was irrelevant. He was a threat, an archfiend in disguise, and an obstacle Simon had to remove before Abraxas arrived to empower him any further. 

Could Simon take him on? Certainly not here, within his realm of power, nor without sufficient backup. The mere fact that Verney had fought equally with Louis before he even became a host and then killed Remedia spoke volumes about the power he wielded. A direct confrontation now would end in defeat. 

“What’s your game?” Simon asked warily. “You want us to ally against the sisters?”

Verney nodded sharply. “I would like to remove them with as little bloodshed as possible, and especially without causing the Crab to slip through our grasp. Taking them unaware will not be easy. Silk is prudent, careful, suspicious of everything… she will not let herself be taken by surprise.”

“Her sister Velvet seems more imprudent,” Simon pointed out, with Verney nodding. “What level are they?”

“Between sixty and seventy, I would assume. The grimoire also allows them to summon a weakened version of the Crab archdemon. They aren’t to be underestimated.” Verney turned to look at the fireplace. “I suspect Velvet will convince Silk to bet on you as their dupe, and then they will convince you to work against me. Earn their trust. We will engineer a situation where they think they have won, then catch them unaware in their moment of triumph.”

Simon had wondered if this was some sort of elaborate test at first, but he was more and more convinced there was indeed a civil war brewing within the Cobweb. Verney likely worked to free his demonic brethren while Silk and her sister wanted to control them for profit. They had probably worked well in concert until their interests began to diverge. 

How much truth was there to each of their tales? Simon knew the best liars always added a kernel of it to their empty promises. 

Either way, both Verney and the twins had to go, for the sake of his revenge and that of the world. 

“Until then, we must secure the remaining Zodiac crystals,” Verney said, meeting Simon’s gaze. “You mentioned you knew the Scorpion’s and Minotaur’s locations?”

So he knew Simon had given the Archer’s location to the sisters, which meant he could likely spy through his office’s door. He'd better keep that in mind or move his operations somewhere else. 

“Shouldn’t I keep the information for myself?” Simon countered. “The fewer people in the know, the better.”

“We both know the Prince of Spiders will come for that intel, and then you will be hard-pressed to reveal it under threat of blackmail,” Verney replied with a thin smile, his hand moving to his chest. “Have I not already poured out my heart to you? I have given you knowledge that could ruin me.”

I’m sure you have a thousand escape plans and hideouts to run to. Simon knew Verney wouldn’t have given his true identity away if he wasn’t ready to discard it on a moment’s notice. 

“I still need insurance that you’re serious,” Simon insisted. He pointed at the Attic’s door. “How do you create those?”

“It is an ability unique to my other half, as is the creation of my fetches. No one else can do it, as far as I know.” Verney nodded to himself. “What I can do is give you a map of the pathways, and permission to use them as you wish.”

“That should do.” Simon had no doubt the map would be incomplete, but he already had plans to fill its holes with Hector’s help. “I will keep the Minotaur’s location a secret for myself for now, just in case, but the Scorpion… it is in a secure place.” 

“There is no place in this world that can keep the Rogue away forever, and the Scorpion is among the vilest signs of the Zodiac.” Verney leaned forward with interest. “Where is it? We might be able to reinforce its defenses.”

I doubt that. “A dungeon hidden beneath Castle Carcas in the Berwick Islands. My father hid the entrance in his dead wife’s tomb.”

Simon could have sworn Verney suppressed a smile of bemusement at the news, which betrayed a hint of his true self. “There must be a morbid story behind it. Does the Commander know?”

“My father kept that a secret from him,” Simon replied. “And it is a dangerous Dungeon from what I learned in Balzam’s notes. I would not explore it without significant preparations.” 

“We will keep that in mind. Is there anything else special about that place?”

“No.” Simon smiled behind his face-concealing helmet. “Not that I know of.”
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  Count Verney held up his end of the bargain, and provided Simon with an almost certainly incomplete map of the Attic.

True to the organization’s name, the network of doors proved to be a nightmarishly complicated web of portals, hub corridors, dead ends, and even traps. Verney had taken a leaf out of Balzam Magnos’ playbook of parental guidance and caused some of his doorways to open up into acid pits, ambush sites, and even a volcano’s heart. Just trying to navigate this maze gave Simon a headache, doubly so since he was convinced Verney kept a lot of private backdoors to himself. At least the Abyssal Chronicle would let him record it for future memorization.

Nonetheless, this map might prove to be the single biggest game-changer for all his reigns going forward, since it offered Simon a way to teleport across vast distances from the first hour he woke up. The doorway hidden in Marthrone could be used to reach nearly thirty locations of interest for Simon, including Fablan, Lore, Telluria, and nearly every other country in the world. In fact, Illusea and the Kish Sanctuary in the sky appeared to be the only regions devoid of Cobweb infiltration.

Of course, Simon strongly suspected Verney could immediately detect unauthorized uses of his portals, especially since his fetches constantly monitored it, and he would likely either close them behind the intruder or at least investigate. Simon would have to use this system carefully.

With luck, Verney would eventually explore the Poison Gardens beneath the Berwick Islands and then receive a sharp lesson about private property from Elios Magnos. If not, then Simon would feign ignorance and proceed with his other plan.

Everything would be so much simpler once he had killed all the Weavers. Then he could simply check the experience count. Whoever gave Simon the most levels would likely be the real Prince of Spiders.

Either way, this newfound Attic access let Simon visit Magvolia undetected–the doorway led to the Midnight Market’s basement as expected–to recruit and equip some old muscle along with collecting the Crestones hidden in the Halls of the Minotaur; the Stone Muse sensed him poking around, but Simon ignored her for now. She couldn’t do anything against him, and all of her minions simply submitted to his will the moment they saw him.

Once that was done, Simon arranged a meeting with a certain draconic party in Telluria through Borsh’s branch of the Cobweb, and traveled to Uyo to fulfill Granny Radhag’s favor; the last one on his way to reach Bert and Chrom Cruak.

As the Weaver in charge of the drug trade, the hag lived in what the Cobweb’s members had come to nickname ‘the Kitchen’: a gnarly wooden hut right next to dreamshade flowerfields in Uyo. Having never visited this region in any reign, Simon immediately noticed the incredible heat and humidity in the air. Anyone without fire resistance or immunity would have begun to sweat on the spot. The smell of dreamshade coming from a sturdy black cauldron on a fireplace filled the air of the rustic living room he had walked into. A nearby table drowned in blue leaves, tools, bottles, and other alchemical products, while a small army of brownish goblins cleaned up everything with their brooms and dusters.

And of course, like any old witch in the woods, Granny Radhag had cats everywhere. Black, sleek felines the size of raccoons with sharp ears, yellow eyes betraying otherworldly intelligence, and fluffy tails. The way they all looked up to Simon under the influence of his Unquestionable Ruler Perk suggested this particular breed was closer to monsters than animals.

“My sweet boy, how kind it is for you to come help out an old lady,” Granny Radhag welcomed him once he emerged from the Attic door in her living room. “Granny will show you around.”

“Is this where you cook?” Simon asked, his gaze lingering on the cauldron. While smoking dreamshade leaves was the safest way to use the drug, the most addictive and popular variants required turning them into a paste and then powder.

“No, no, that brew is for Granny’s personal consumption. Her eyes aren’t what they used to be, and she likes a little whimsy in her life.” The hag invited him to follow her outside. “My party cauldron is outside.”

Simon followed after her until he reached the threshold, at which point he froze in place as he took in a mesmerizing sight.

He had already heard tales of Uyo’s ancient forests and primeval swamps, and he knew it held the greatest concentration of manatrees on the continent, but nothing could prepare him for the wonderful canopy ahead. Mountain-tall trees joined branches in a dense network that obscured the sun across a vast chunk of the horizon and towered over a vast, lush jungle stretching as far as the eye could see. The sheer concentration of mana caused colorful vapors to rise in the air like shimmers of morning mist.

Granny’s azure dreamshade fields looked more like a small clearing in the middle of a sea of vegetation in spite of being many acres wide. A small army of orcs, ogres, and other goblinoids worked tirelessly to harvest the precious flowers’ leaves. A large chunk of them were left to dry in the sun, then brought to a colossal black cauldron that was so tall one needed to climb scaffolds to reach the top. The fumes of dreamshade paste swirling inside tainted the sunset sky blue, and a bed of fire-infused manastone kept it hot and bubbling at all times.

“This is Granny’s Kitchen,” Granny Radhag explained to Simon as she showed him around. The cauldron was linked to a pump causing the paste within to flow into an equally colossal oven. “Once the paste is dry, Granny’s boys pound it into powder that tastes like sugar for the soul.”

“And the leftover leaves are compacted into bricks for pipe-related consumption,” Simon guessed. The sheer scale of the operation amazed him. “How much do you make?”

“Oh, not much, only a handful of tons every month or so. Granny prefers quality over quantity.” The hag rubbed her hands. “Granny feels all this industrial production lacks the sweetness of her homebrew, but she hasn’t found a way to give her paste the zest it needs.”

“And you want my help in refining the product, like I did with the bootleg alcohol?”

“You would be such a sweetheart if you did,” Granny agreed with a smile that almost looked motherly. “Granny thinks you have the magic touch when it comes to magic cauldrons.”

And he did. Simon only had to take a look at the dreamshade paste for his Devil Forgemaster Perk to suggest a few ways to enhance the flavor.

“I need the souls of sixty-six addicts to infuse the industrial cauldron with, and thirteen for the ovens,” Simon said.

The hag rubbed a finger up her long nose. “Why consumers, sweetheart?”

“Because the secret ingredient is love…” Simon took a deep breath. “For the product.”

Finding the ‘happy volunteers’ took less than an hour, since it turned out a lot of the workers doubled as freeloading consumers happy to take a dips from the batches. They were swiftly slain, with Simon infusing the ovens with their souls until they grew iron teeth, while the giant cauldron gained a single cyclopean red eye glaring down at everyone.

Both occasionally began to growl at workers taking the dreamshade away from them, but their warmth made the powder all the purer. Whereas dreamshade powder was usually a dark shade of blue, almost black, the stocks coming out of the soul-infused constructs were now the very color of the sky.

“The first rule of drug-running is not to get high on your own product,” Granny Radhag said upon studying the newest batch, “But rules are for the young.”

She fearlessly dove head-first into the powder and inhaled it with her long nose, taking in the drug with a deep breath. She nearly broke out crying the moment she finished inhaling.

“Is the batch bad?” Simon inquired. He knew goblinoids were extremely adaptive and a hag was probably capable of resisting her own product’s effects, but still… that was an overdose-worthy amount of dreamshade she had just consumed.

“I’m sorry…” she apologized, wiping away a tear with a tissue. “It reminded Granny of her first human baby’s taste. So full of love.”

Simon had spent so much time with imps that such comments hardly horrified him nowadays, though he would be sure to give her a taste of her own medicine one day soon. “Have I fulfilled my favor to you then?”

“You have, and our dear clients will be very happy too,” Granny replied after she recovered from the emotional shock. “Come, Granny will reward you with tea and cakes.”

Simon wouldn’t mind, since his last attempt at cooking resulted in screams and blood all over his kitchen. “Only if the cakes don’t bite back.”

“Oh don’t worry, Sweetie, I whip them with love before I serve them.”

A few minutes later, Simon sat in her hut’s fireplace with a cup of spicy tea and cakes made from that strange, bitter dark plant the Uyo people called ‘cacao. He half-expected a ‘poison’ notification when he took them, yet none arrived.

He took it as a good sign. Borsh had given him cursory information on the hag’s background, and she had apparently gained some notoriety in Uyo for running a gingerbread house, where visitors were equally likely to walk away with gifts as to never come out before being introduced to dreamshade cultivation by local shamans. She took such a liking to it she recruited her extensive goblinoid family to cultivate more of the stuff, and ended up partnering with the Cobweb to increase the size of her operations. The other Weavers found her too offputting to hang-out with in spite of her frequent tea party invitations, and she was content sticking to her own turf outside of the occasional summons. Silk and Velvet believed she would go along with whoever was in charge so long as she remained unbothered.

“I like the cakes,” Simon said. The food was sweet and the hut’s cozy atmosphere reminded him of the home he once shared with Cassandra, minus the drug-running and cannibalism part. “Do you have a coven? I recall that hags like you can form one with Witch Classes.”

“Granny had one, but she had a falling out with her sisters over her choice of profession,” Granny replied as she sat next to him and ate her own cakes. “Granny was the entrepreneur of the family. She is looking for strong-willed, self-made witches to form a new coven with, but so far has been unlucky.”

Simon briefly wondered if he should introduce her to Cassandra, before quickly deciding against it. He didn’t want his innocent ex-lover anywhere near a creature that ate human babies as party snacks. “Well, you are worth a coven all by yourself.”

“You are so sweet, Dearie,” she said upon sitting next to him and gluttonously devouring a cookie. “Tell me, have you considered running a coup someday?”

Oh please, Granny, not you too, Simon pleaded in his mind. He already needed a mental chart to keep track of all the schemes and double-crosses going on in this organization. Then again, what else did I expect from a thieves’ guild? They’re all liars and traitors. 

“You think I would make a good prince?” Simon asked evasively.

“Sweetheart, you are the Overlord, don’t put yourself down,” the hag said. “Granny feels a tighter hand should lead the ship and bring back some discipline. This business should be run like a family, not a whorehouse. Look at Velvet and Silk, they’re still unmarried while Granny had fifteen children at their age.”

“I don’t feel ready to have children myself, Granny,” Simon replied. He had no idea why he was telling a drug-running hag that, of all people. Perhaps the cat which had just settled on his lap like he owned the damn place soothed him. “None of my past relationships have lasted more than a few months.”

“That’s because you don’t emotionally commit, my boy,” Granny replied. “All those slave girls you keep, they’re no good for you. You should eat and forget them.”

“I’ll keep that in mind…”

“Anyway, Granny feels she can pour her heart out to you, that you are a winner. She could be your…” She scratched her nose again. “Fairy godmother?”

Simon guessed that Unquestionable Ruler was working on her the same way it had on Borsh. Almost all monsters in the imperial bestiary would instinctively bend to his will at his current level, including hags and goblinoids. Watching him stash stolen souls in her kitchen tools probably helped her realize the risks of opposing him, too.

“I have no desire to usurp the Prince,” Simon replied, which was true. He wanted to kill them and burn the whole place to the ground. “But if you want to become my ‘fairy godmother,’ as you say, we could seal that pact with a few magical brands.”

“Yes, Granny has heard about them.” The hag nodded to herself. “Very well, my good child. Granny will take them so long as gets to keep her cottage and enterprise.”

Simon frowned with suspicion. “Just like that?”

“Granny didn’t reach her age by betting on the wrong centaur.” The hag gave him a crooked smile. “Granny smells the blood in the air, Dearie, and she can tell her answer will be either ‘yes’ or ‘die’ the next time you ask her whether she wants to serve. Or ‘die’ and then ‘yes.’”

“And if that day never comes?”

“It will. You wouldn’t be the Overlord otherwise, and you didn’t tell Granny ‘no’ the first time she asked if you were entertaining a coup.” Granny shrugged. “Granny knows that old heads fall when new blood comes in, and she would rather keep both her own and her business.”

Her approach heavily reminded Simon of Shabram. That probably made her wiser than any Weaver, even Albert, who had only asked for a vow of forgiveness rather than prove his usefulness. Simon remained a bit wary of applying a Devil Brand to a powerful spellcaster in case she was looking to exploit the connection, but he was confident in his new protection against Soul attacks.

Simon decided not to let the opportunity pass by and quickly applied all his Devil Brands except the Greed one to Granny Radhag, the influx of experience coursing through him leading to the rush of a new level.


Level 57 Overlord Perk: Dreadful Aura V (Active): Anyone or anything caught in your aura’s range can now be targeted by your Deathmastery Perks, as if you were touching them. 



Simon smiled at the notification. Anyone caught in his aura’s range should now rise up as an undead under his control as soon as they perished while leaving soul gems behind, and infusing objects in the vicinity with souls should have interesting tactical applications.

“Strange,” he noted upon seeing that Granny’s appearance hadn’t changed in the slightest, besides her new invisible marks. “The Brand of Lust should have made you young again.”

“Granny is young again. Her back no longer aches.” The hag shrugged. “Granny always looked old, even when she was a maiden.”

“The Brand of Envy should let you correct that,” Simon replied. “Hags count as Humanoid and Fey types, if I’m not wrong. You could change into a human, another goblinoid, or even an elf.”

“Could I become a dryad at last?” The hag wondered with envy before grunting. “Nay, those self-absorbed mushrooms are half plants…” She activated her Brand of Envy and shuffled through multiple faces until she settled on the appearance of a corrupted elf with deep gray skin, long black hair, crimson eyes, and grasping talons for nails. Her beauty and youth was that of a venomous flower, both alluring and offputting. “Hah! Close enough!”

“That is but the least of your new powers,” Simon said, before sending her a telepathic message that startled the hag. “I have a mission for you… fulfill it without alerting the Prince of Spiders, and your future will be secured.”

Simon spent the rest of the hour conspiring with Granny through telepathic messages, impressing upon her the need to keep that particular ability to herself. He learned a hag of her caliber was the equivalent of a level fifty Witch in terms of power, which put her far ahead of Cassandra in terms of spellcasting abilities, and she possessed a Chemist Vassal Class to help with her business. Simon considered she was wasting her talents on drug-running, but he would be sure to put them to better use.

“You want Granny to cook tons of alchemical fire?” the hag asked through telepathy. “Granny can do that, Sweetie, but what cake would warrant such a bonfire to cook?”

“That is not for you to know yet,” Simon replied. “I will send imps and other workers to transport the bombs where I need them soon enough. Time is of the essence.”

Simon had sworn he would burn the Cobweb to the ground, and he intended to fulfill that oath very literally.



Simon spent the afternoon branding all of Granny’s goblinoid workers, then departed back to Valne. With her and Borsh’s branches of the Cobweb under Simon’s control, a good fourth of the organization now answered to him whether its members knew it or not. He should now be in position to become the ‘kingmaker’ of the struggle between Verney and the twins.

All he had to do was to secure a certain person’s support and complete the last remaining Weaver favors to push for the final confrontation.

We’re approaching the tipping point, Simon thought as he waited inside the butcher’s shop with his two newest demonic recruits. Once the plots clash, bloodshed will follow.

Eole eventually knocked on his office’s door and walked in, a scowl forming on her face the moment she spotted his demonic recruits.

“Eole, let me introduce you to our new legbreakers, Grimm and Gregory,” Simon explained. They didn’t have the experience they had accumulated from murdering countless adventurers, but turf wars should help them sharpen their claws. “They’ll be escorting us to our destination.”

Eole bit her lip. “Will they help?”

No. “We don’t need an escort, but bringing demons to a negotiation sends a message in itself.”

“You’ll have nothing to fear with us, ma’am,” Gregory said professionally while cracking his fingers. “Anyone trying to ruffle your feathers will become the star of our freakshow.”

“First we amuse them, then we slice their throats while they’re laughing,” Grimm added. “The blood comes out like a fountain every time.”

“I’ll vouch for their comedic routine,” Simon replied before sending Eole a telepathic message through her brand. “I will ask you one last time, but are you certain you wish to proceed? There’ll be no turning back once we cross that door.”

“We passed that point the moment I sang my people to sleep,” Eole replied with a forlorn yet determined look on her face. “I will see this through.”

“In that case, let’s face the music.” Simon walked into the Attic and then up to the second door on the right, guiding his crew through twists and turns towards their destination.

He had no doubt both Verney and the sisters would observe these proceedings, and in fact, he was counting on it. Simon wanted them to know what kind of weapon he would bring to the table, to better put them on edge.

The Attic’s pathway opened up into a small, windowless room guarded by two scalefolks armed with tridents. They both assessed their visitors with their cold reptilian eyes, paying more attention to Eole rather than the demons; much to her barely concealed disgust.

“The goddess has been expecting your visit on the hanging terrace, Lord Goldenhell,” one of them said with a monotonous tone. “Follow us.”

Simon walked after them confidently, with his allies following closely. The two scalefolks guided them to a terrace located atop a very tall structure, likely a pyramid, which offered a splendid view of the flooded Kish Empire’s capital. Flowers produced a delicate fragrance into the air, as did the trees, yet Simon noticed neither a bug nor bird around them. They had all been scared away.

Vouivre stood on the edge in her human form, as if she were ready to take flight.

“Goldenhell,” she said, arms crossed, her back turned on her visitors in a supreme display of confidence. She only had eyes for the kish palace in the fading sunset. “I’ve been waiting for your arrival.”

“You know my title?” Simon asked. Though he kept an even tone, his surprise was genuine. He hadn’t shared that information when he organized the meeting through intermediaries.

“Infiltration goes both ways. The funds I raised from slave sales weren’t half as important as the connections I forged inside your own organization.” Vouivre finally turned to face them, a glint of pleasure flaring in her eyes when she spotted Eole. “It is good you brought this treasure to me. Had you delayed any longer, I would have come for her.”

Simon could sense Eole’s unease and tension through her Brand of Sloth, though she straightened up in an attempt to remain confident. She held Vouivre’s gaze with dignity in spite of the overwhelming difference in power between them. Showing weakness in the dragon’s presence meant death.

Moreover, Simon noticed that while she kept an eye on the Cobweb’s activities, his true Class eluded her. Vouivre would have attacked him on the spot had she known he was the Overlord.

“Yes, I’ve heard of your interest in kish culture,” Simon said calmly, taking hold of the conversation. “Let’s skip the formalities then: how much will you pay for my slave’s service?”

“I promised your organization a valuable reward for bringing me a live kish, and I shall abide by it,” Vouivre replied. “I will buy her for her weight in gold, and your pick of a hundred slaves.”

“I think you misunderstood. We’re not discussing a sale of my property here.” Simon smiled at her. “We’re negotiating a lease.”

The air grew heavier all of a sudden, with Vouivre’s gaze and voice both sharpening. “A lease?” she spat the word as if it were an insult. “You forget yourself, thief. I do not borrow, especially not from your kind.”

“Then you better learn,” Simon replied without a care in the world. “My property is not negotiable.”

Vouivre snorted in disdain. “Man’s only property is what he can defend by force, and I could kill you where you stand in a blink of an eye.”

“You can try.” Simon knew he was many levels away from challenging her in a head-on fight, but he could teleport away with Eole in an instant, or at least hold his own for a while. “It won’t end well for you, and your dream to use the Two-Tailed Fish to raise an army of dragons will go up in smoke.”

His words and knowledge took Vouivre aback, her eyes widening in genuine surprise. “How did you learn that?”

“You’re not the only one who did research on the other party, Lady Vouivre.” Simon walked up to the terrace’s edge with absolute confidence and stood right next to the dragonlord like an equal partner. “I have only one question that remains unanswered, and that will determine how far we can take this association.”

Vouivre stared at him for a while with a steely, unreadable expression, while Gregory and Grimm tensed up. Simon had spent enough time matching wits with his dragonlord rival over the reigns to tell she was considering throwing him off the edge, the way Simon was subtly challenging her to; yet she was pragmatic enough to take his inexplicable knowledge and iron confidence with caution. A man so bold had trump cards up his sleeve.

“Your heartbeat hasn’t wavered in the slightest. Either you do not fear me, or you hide it very well.” Vouivre cracked a smile with a faint hint of respect. “Your confidence is misplaced, not to mention foolish.”

Were her senses keen enough to sense someone’s heartbeat? Simon would keep that in mind for the future.

“No, I do not think so.” Simon put his hands behind his back, his gaze settling on the kish palace. “I know you require a kish to access the miasma crystal, but do you need one to use it?”

Vouivre pondered his question for a moment before answering, “No, I do not. There are ways to harness the Zodiac Fiend’s powers without a flesh vessel, though a living host alone can tap into its full abilities. Owning a pliable kish thrall would be ideal, but unnecessary.”

Simon knew she would never agree to tell him how she intended to weaponize the crystal without a host, so he didn’t bother asking to better retain his illusion of omniscience. He suspected it was likely the same trick that allowed Silk to bind the Crab to her grimoire, and he would learn that secret either way.

“Good. Then my concubine can open the palace’s vault and let you recover the Two-Tailed Fish for your personal use.” Something which Simon knew he might regret one day, but this reign was nothing if not an experiment bound to come crashing down at one point or another. “She will use her voice to bind Telluria’s shifters to your will, and raise an army on your behalf. This should let you take Beleth and the rest of the region without issue.”

Vouivre raised an eyebrow. “And what will that cost me?”

“I offer two different deals, so I will ask for two different prizes,” Simon replied, waving a hand at Eole. “In return for lending you my kish concubine’s voice, I want you to name her as your vassal governor of Telluria once you conquer the region, so that I might rule it through her.”

Vouivre let out a cold laugh. “You would raise a slave queen to rule a slave nation?” she mused with a smirk. “You would be better off ruling directly as my vassal.”

Was that an indirect recruitment offer? Simon was touched.

“I do my best work in the shadows,” he replied calmly. “Besides, placing a kish ruler in power would add a certain… legitimacy to your control of the region.”

“It would be a valid reason… but it’s not the real one, is it? You would not risk lending me a slave I could free if she wasn’t loyal to you even without her chains.” Vouivre smiled at Eole, then switched from the common Endymian tongue to the kish one. “He owns your body, but you own his manhood, isn’t that right?”

The fact Vouivre had learned her language rattled neither Eole nor Simon, who had expected as much considering her research into the lost civilization… though her insight bothered him. He thought a dragon wouldn’t catch on to their relationship, yet she proved as sharp as Louis.

Eole took a deep breath and answered Vouivre in her native tongue. “You will find no weakness or wedge between us to exploit, dragonlord,” she said. “I will lend you my voice and help you win your war, so long as you let me rule my people in your stead once the dust settles.”

“Eole, is it?” Vouivre assessed her like a crocodile with a lamp daring to approach the water. “I have heard of you. You fought to free your fellow shifters from bondage once… yet here you stand, offering me to enslave them yourself on my and your owner’s behalf. Why the change of heart?”

“Because it is the best option,” Eole replied bluntly. “I loathe everything that you represent… but you are still the best path forward. I will do what I must to ensure the Shifter Tribe retains at least hope of a better future, even if that means allying with you.”

Vouivre’s smirk only kept widening. “And what if I simply take you for myself? What will you do then?”

“Then he will kill me with a killswitch included in my slave tattoo, or I will slit my own throat,” Eole replied, “And my voice will be lost to you.”

“You would wager your own life, or trust him to follow through?”

“Yes,” Eole replied without hesitation. “I told you. You will not find a wedge to exploit.”

Vouivre studied Eole for a very, very long moment, then nodded in appreciation the same way she once consented to Simon’s demands after he showed backbone. “Your resolve impresses me, kish,” she commented, “But I notice nothing in your promise mentions the miasma crystal.”

“This, I will trade for something else,” Simon replied in kish. He had been sorely tempted to ask for Gargauth’s Abyssal Chronicle, but the risk she connected the demand to the missing Overlord was too great. “There is someone I want dead. Someone I think only you can defeat.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere… but you would be right. I can defeat anyone.” Vouivre nodded to herself with confidence. “Swear fealty to me here and now, kish. On your knees.”

Eole obeyed, her head lowering in submission. “I, Eole, voice of the kish people, shall swear to serve you so long as you abide by our agreement.”

“Then you may become my Vicequeen of Telluria once I reclaim my birthright.” Vouivre turned to Simon. “I will kill her if you countermand my orders. Remember that.”

“I shall,” Simon replied, having expected as much.

“You would do well to think about the day when I ask a similar oath of you, Goldenhell, because it will come sooner than you think.” Vouivre clenched her fist, scales forming around her eyes. “Now… who do you want me to kill?”

  

    
        Chapter 130: The Overlord of Crime (14)

    
    
    
    
  Verney scowled, his soulless gaze reflecting in his wine glass. “And you see no other way?”

“I need real proof to give the sisters if you want to lull them into a false sense of security,” Simon replied, the wind blowing against the window outside. “Either I take Bert down, or I’ll need your leverage on Chrom Cruak.”

“I see.” Verney sipped his wine, which finally confirmed to Simon that, yes, he was still human enough to enjoy a drink. “Chrom is too valuable to compromise, not to mention occupied with his hunt for the Scorpion. Losing Bert will be a shame, a real loss… but he is hardly free of sin. Maybe it is time to deliver him his due punishment for his many crimes.”

While Verney still tried to feign being a tragic hero on the wrong side, the fact remained he had given Simon leave to slay an ally, even if it was a glorified fetch. The ease with which he agreed to it suggested he could replace Bert easily enough.

At least Chrom Cruak would hopefully meet the wrong lich at the wrong time and get taken off the board.

“What can you tell me about him?” Simon inquired.

“If I told you too much, the strings would be too obvious,” Verney replied with a sinister smile. “It will have to be a real struggle. You should be able to handle him, though I wouldn’t lower your guard if I were you. He is quite the cunning foe when cornered, and he will be fighting for his life.”

“I will keep that in mind.” Simon would have hoped for more information on how to kill Ludwig Bert, but he was content with receiving Verney’s blessing for the operation. “I’ve secured additional support for the plan too.”

“So I’ve heard.” Verney frowned. “Be careful. Vouivre is more amenable than her father, but that’s not saying much. She is untrustworthy, as are all of her kind.”

Says the pot calling the kettle black. “With luck, she and the sisters will kill each other.”

“With luck. I will call for a meeting when we are ready to move. I have received new information I must examine more closely.” Count Verney rose to look through his castle hall’s window. “Might I ask a personal question before you depart?”

Simon frowned. “Go on.”

“You are familiar with Lord Maublanc Paimon, are you not?” Verney played with his glass. “Do you know how he and your father met? The real story?”

What an odd inquiry… Was he looking for ways to blackmail the Commander?

“I only know the official tale and what his daughter, Anna, told me,” Simon admitted. Verney briefly looked over his shoulder when he mentioned her, perhaps recognizing it. “House Magnos was a minor family in the Berwick Islands and Lord Maublanc was one of my father’s lowborn retainers. They were extremely close, and when Father rediscovered the lost Commander Crestone, Maublanc was the first to swear fealty to him as his future king. They formed a blood pact, promising that they would fight together until they could unify the Berwick Islands and remain forever loyal to one another.”

“I see… so they did share blood? That wasn’t a fabrication?”

“Blood-brothers have a long history on the Berwick Islands. It usually involves slashing and pressing palms together, or drinking a mix of both their blood in a cup, depending on the local tradition.” Simon shifted in his seat. “Why the question?”

“I simply found it strange why your father showered so many gifts on the man, only to saddle him with a dungeon hidden in his basement,” Verney replied with a small smirk. “Thank you for entertaining my curiosity.”

He’s not telling me everything, Simon easily figured out. What was he planning to do with Paimon? Did he think exchanging blood had turned Lord Maublanc into a potential Zodiac host or the like?

Simon kept those suspicions to himself and departed Verney’s castle through the Attic doorway. He returned to his office in Valne, closed the door shut behind him, and then spotted a familiar stalker in the shadows.

“So?” Velvet asked.

“He doesn’t suspect a thing,” Simon replied. “I have his blessing to kill Bert.”

“Unsurprising. If he created one Bert, he can always make more.” She walked up to him and sat on his desk. “You’re very brave to meet with Vouivre directly. Weren’t you afraid she would catch a whiff of your true identity?”

Simon smiled back at her. “I fear nothing.”

“Which I find attractive.” She tossed him a small teleportation gem. “Use this once you’ve dealt with Bert. Bring me his head with you.”

“Will it be a trap, or a good surprise?” Simon mused.

“That depends on you,” Velvet replied as she left through the door, which led into his office’s corridor once more. “Don’t disappoint me.”

“I won’t,” Simon replied as she left, having already plotted her demise. He noted Silk hadn’t come to visit him since his meeting with the sisters at their ruined castle. She’s wary and suspicious of me. I’m sure the others are too, to a degree. 

He had walked a thin line so far, giving just enough information to each side so they would think he was working for them while keeping sensitive intel—like the sisters being the true Prince or their claim that Verney was a closeted cultist—to himself. He had no doubt that his house of lies would crumble eventually; he just had to ensure it didn’t collapse ahead of schedule.

These vipers would ideally all be dead soon, starting with Bert. Simon intended to visit him as soon as he finished one last spellcasting test. He walked down some stairs to the basement, where Belzemine waited for him next to a test imp bound to a chair.

“About time!” The imp complained, Simon’s Devil Brands glowing on his face. “This elf is so cold and dead inside, I would rather rape a fish!”

“This will be our last session together if it all goes well,” Simon replied, turning to his assistant. “Have you finished your task, Agnes?”

“Yes.” She presented him with a scroll recording various notes from prior experiments on the Devil Brands. “It should work, but only Your Majesty can confirm it.”

“Let’s do that then,” Simon read after reviewing the notes. He raised his hand and tested his new spell one last time on the imp. “Ruin.”

“Again? Where’s the new mat–” The demon’s eyes went white and his words were muffled into silence the moment the magic took hold of him. Black, putrid sores burgeoned all over his skin, and drooling saliva dripped down his lips as he began to thrash against his bindings. Insanity had taken hold of his mind. “Rah!”

“Blind, Silence, Poison, Disease, and Madness,” Belzemine confirmed after a cursory examination. “All five ailments have been inflicted with a hundred percent rate.”

“But it still has to be a single target,” Simon noted. His prototype ‘mass’ version of the spell only had a twenty-five percent success rate per individual ailment. “Do you think I could create a version capable of inflicting Sleep and Paralysis too?”

“Not without increasing the tier by one or two,” Belzemine replied, much to Simon’s chagrin. “Creating variants focusing only on mental or physical ailments would be easier, at the risk of making the spell useless against a foe with broad resistances and immunities.”

In general, ailments were divided into two categories: physical ailments that targeted the body, like Poison, and mental ailments that focused on the mind like Charm. Some blurred the line depending on how they were administered though. Simon’s Blind curse worked more like an illusion that prevented the afflicted from seeing rather than physically damaging the eyes, which had allowed him to bypass Alphonse’s Holy Fortitude.

Simon was nonetheless pleased with the final result. Ruin would either completely disarm or penalize its victims, and its single-target nature gave it more range than Countdown.

“Alright, I’ll have you do research on a multi-buff spell next then,” Simon decided, “Right after another test.”

For the second spell, Simon focused on the bond he shared with the imp through the Devil Brands. He had theorized that if someone like Casval-Nodens could send attacks through Shabram to affect him, then the reverse was probably true: specific Soul spells could target his branded minions through their bonds.

Including self-destruction ones.

“Pandemic Bomb,” Simon cast.

His magic carried through the brands, affecting the imp’s vile spirit as if he had cast the spell directly on himself. The miasma coursing through his body began to mutate him, his very soul turning into an incubation chamber for something far worse, his blood boiling into poison ready to burst out of his veins.

The imp exploded into a shower of buzzing gore and noxious fumes.

A swarm of buzzing, undead black flies erupted from the corpse, each of the gluttonous demonic vermin droning as they came alive showered in miasma. Each flap of their wings sent poisonous dust floating into the air until the entire basement was flooded with toxins.

“Complete success,” Simon told Belzemine proudly, the elf being shielded by her Brand of Gluttony.

Pandemic Bomb was a Soul and Ailment-aligned adaptation of the fire-aligned Immolation self-destruction spell, whose effect caused the caster’s spirit to incubate malevolent death flies; wicked undead bugs that spread poison wherever they went. Once the eggs had absorbed all the caster’s mana, they would then hatch and burst out of the body in a hungry swarm. The stronger the caster, the more numerous and the bigger the flies. This ought to make any place where he detonated a minion… uninhabitable.

One of Simon’s Titles should let him survive self-destruction spells, but he was wary of testing it on himself since it might end his reign. Still, it would make for a nice parting gift to anyone managing to slay him.

All the pieces are almost in place now, Simon thought with gleeful anticipation. Soon.

—--

“Greetings, Lord Goldenhell,” Ludwig Bert said with a pleasant smile as a fetch escorted Simon out of the Attic doorway, “It is a pleasure to welcome you to my humble estate.”

“Strange choice of decoration,” Simon noted. The ornate hall he had walked into was covered in garish wallpaper representing white ponies impaled on yellow pillars with ribbons on a red background. “What is this supposed to represent?”

“Have you never seen a carousel before?” Bert took Simon’s frown as a firm ‘no.’ “It is true they’re not common outside of Muse. They are an amusing device where people ride mechanical horses on a spinning platform. The commonfolk love them.”

“What a strange device,” Simon replied. He was a bit curious about them, even if their utility seemed dubious. “Are we in Muse?”

“We are.” Bert pointed at the nearest window. “You can see the Crafter’s Tower from here, if you would like to take a look.”

Simon approached the glass and looked through it. A morning fog obscured most of the countryside beyond the estate’s curated garden and stone wall, but he spotted a golden needle shimmering in the distance. It pierced the horizon and reached all the way to the heavens like the Lighthouse, yet seemed to flicker in and out of existence the longer Simon stared at it.

“Impressive construction, isn’t it?” Bert asked. “Its surface reflects light with an advanced form of camouflage, so no one is ever certain how high it truly reaches.”

“It’s an impressive building,” Simon conceded. He hoped to approach it more closely so he could see its full splendor one day, hopefully without getting sniped by whoever murdered his father several times. “Have we managed to infiltrate it?”

“Alas, no. The Crafter rigorously defends their privacy and never allows non-apprentices to linger long.” Bert stared at the tower wistfully. “I’ve had the pleasure of visiting it twice in my life on business-related matters. Even the most advanced pieces of machinery on both the western and eastern continents are but paltry imitations compared to the wonders inside.”

“Interesting,” Simon said, recalling that Bert arranged the Automaton Crestone’s acquisition on Borsh’s behalf. “How do you arrange such visits?”

“With a lure, Your Majesty.” Bert invited Simon to follow him past the next door. “I was hoping you would help me build the next.”

Bert guided him into a small, windowless room more akin to a toymaker’s lair than a crafter’s workshop. The wallpaper here represented stars on a black night sky, while a false wooden crescent moon hung from the ceiling by strings. Stuffed dolls rested in a corner near a wooden worktable on which sat pieces of strange machinery.

“The Crafter has little need for money anymore, so the only way to arrange a meeting is to organize a trade,” Bert explained. “They are especially interested in pre-Doom devices. Considering your unusual crafting expertise, I wondered if you could either repair or at least identify this device’s purpose.”

“Maybe. My crafting Perks focus on miasma-powered cursed items or soul-infused ones.” Simon put his hands behind his back. “I do have a question before I proceed.”

“Yes, what is it?”

Simon met his host’s gaze. “Where’s the real Bert?”

The ‘Ludwig Bert’ in front of him feigned confusion. “I’m sorry, I do not understand.”

“You’re either an imposter or a body double.” Simon had immediately noticed the absence of the Dark in the figure in front of him, unlike the real Ludwig Bert. It was the main reason why Simon hadn’t begun flinging spells at him the moment he stepped through the Attic door. “I would like to deal with the real one before I do any real work.”

“Oh.” The double smiled. “That won’t be possible.”

He flashed a poisoned dagger from beneath his clothes right as the toy room’s door shut on its own.

Simon quickly repelled the impostor into the nearest wall with a Chaos Wave, his Fiendmask disappearing to reveal the Overlord armor hidden underneath. The impact splattered the fake and shattered its body to the noise of cracking wood. Holes opened up in the ceiling and flooded the room with grey gas nearly immediately.


Petrification ailment negated by Unyielding Essence. 



Simon pulverized the door with a Hellfire spell, causing the gas to harmlessly disperse through the hole, and then went to check on ‘Bert.’ The blast had torn the body double apart in two, revealing innards of sawdust and cloves bound by a disturbingly realistic shell of human skin. The eyes had turned into glass, and the hair was a wig.

“A pity,” Bert’s voice came out of the walls. Simon looked at its source and spotted a mechanical device akin to a trumpet in a corner of the ceiling. “That was one of my favorite skinsuits you just ruined, Your Majesty.”

“You were warned,” Simon guessed, his fist clenching in annoyance. He wasn’t all that surprised considering the number of traitors in this organization, but it still frustrated him. “By whom? Verney? Silk?”

“The side who doesn’t trust you, I would assume.” A piano echoed through the mechanical contraption, the melody wild and frantic. “If it's any comfort, I suggested that we kill you the moment you showed up at our doorstep. You are too dangerous to let live.”

“You should have followed through with that first instinct,” Simon replied coldly as he felt the haunting melody trying—and failing—to worm its way into his mind. “You would have died quicker.”

“Tall boast,” Bert replied with a low, mocking chuckle. “Come find me at the theater then, if you can back it up. I set a stage just for you.”


Madness and Berserk negated by Indomitable Crown. 



To his slight surprise, the room outside the trapped workshop had changed into what appeared to be a windowless museum wing. A dozen or so wax replicas of various individuals, including Balzam Magnos and the Prophetess Pharis herself, filled the room.

Did he cast a spatial distortion spell? Simon wondered as he immediately melted the wax statues with Hellfire rather than take any risks. True enough, his father’s representation shrieked in pain and attempted to rush him, only to transform into a melted puddle before he could get anywhere close. Or can the rooms move around? 

Rooms on both sides of the gallery opened up, and whirring figures of clockwork, wood, and metal dressed like gaudy footsmen rushed in. Most came in with sabers, but a handful of them carried the strange metal tube weapons Renal had used against him in Cocagne. Those soon fired a volley of fiery projectiles across the gallery.

Simon quickly put on a Ring of Cursed Flame from his inventory to shrug off the barrage, then blasted the swordsmen approaching him with Mindflayer. He sensed no mind nor spirit within these machines, and so summoned his morning star to his hand to smash their empty skulls in melee.

Mindless constructs, immune to ailments and mental attacks… coincidence, or preparation? Simon was certain this was almost certainly the latter, especially when the music resonating through the room began to change to a slower lullaby. He has done his research, and he’s studying me even now. 


Sleep negated by Unyielding Essence. 



Simon smashed five of the automata to pieces in a single swing, but more rushed to take their place. He repelled them with Chaos Wave, then shocked them with Hellthunder.

“Immune to ailments…” Bert’s complained over the music, changing the tune to some kind of frantic melody. “To debuffs too?”

This time, the cursed song began to affect Simon. An invisible weight smothered his power and turned the thunderstorm crackling out of his fingers into harmless sparks.


Magic sharply decreased!



“Ah, so there are cracks in your armor, Overlord Simon…” Bert chuckled. “Good to know.”

Simon grunted in frustration and simply abandoned magic for melee, each blow of his morning star smashing automatons apart. The sisters had clearly understated the danger Bert represented, between all the debuffs and puppet army. Did they hope that they would kill each other?

Simon sensed an attempt at mental contact at the edge of his mind. “Your Majesty?” Shabram called out to him through telepathy. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“I’m busy right now, Shabram,” Simon replied as he smashed an automaton with his morning star. “What is it?”

“I am sorry, I have received some information I thought you should be informed of with haste. It has come to my attention that Lady Anna Paimon has gone missing.”

Her words shocked Simon so much that it allowed one of the automatons to slip past his guard and stab him in the chest. The blade shattered against his armor due to failing to get past Unyielding Essence, and Simon pounded it into the ground.

“Explain yourself,” Simon commanded Shabram as he stood alone, surrounded by molten wax and broken clockwork.

“My spy isn’t certain what happened,” she admitted, “Her maids simply found her bedchambers empty in the morning and no one has been able to track her down. Not even divinations show anything, which suggests a kidnapping. Her father is mobilizing all of his contacts to find her without making it public knowledge.”

That… that never happened before in any prior reign. Either Anna married Thalas—to Simon’s chagrin—and ended up evacuating to Frightwall when her side lost the Berwick Islands, or she sat out the war due to her father’s neutrality. Why would she vanish now?

Because I sent the Cobweb to investigate Castle Carcas, Simon realized, his hand gripping his mace tightly. Verney was interested in her, not her father.

But why? Why Anna? Did he find out about Simon’s affection for her and intend to use her as a hostage, or was this unrelated? Did it have something to do with his strange quest for a wife?

If Verney had her… if he had Anna…

“Investigate,” Simon furiously ordered Shabram as he focused on the music, eventually noticing it grew stronger behind a wall opposite to the gallery. “Leave no stone unturned. This is a priority.”

Bert would tell him where Anna was, and then he would die.

Simon’s morning star smashed through the wall with inhuman strength befitting more of a cave troll than a man. Pieces of clockwork and ropes snapped along with the stone, revealing mechanisms embedded into the mansion’s very structure. This entire estate was a toybox.

The hole opened into a dimly lit theater whose seats were all occupied by skinless, flayed corpses coated in wax. Iron maidens bound by chains hung over the stage, alongside polished mirrors. A single figure played on a piano in the center like a musician giving a concert, and it reeked of the Dark.

Simon would have blasted them with a spell if his magic hadn’t been so debuffed, so he simply walked up to the stage with murder on his mind.

“As far as I remember,” the figure spoke with Ludwig Bert’s voice, “I have always been fascinated by human innards.”

The creature playing the piano was no human, but an uncanny mannequin of smooth, polished wood. Its fingers were knives, its joints black spheres, and its spine a chain. It was tall and lean, with arms longer than the legs. Simon spotted an empty, flayed human skin on the instrument’s lid, left hanging like a coat waiting for its owner to slip back on.

“I’ve always been amazed by how you people can fit so much inside a single skin.” The monstrous doll rose from his seat, revealing a noseless, earless face with a ghastly grin of human teeth and black buttons for eyes. A clock embedded in its chest ticked like a heart. “I wonder how yours will feel on me, Overlord.”

“The only thing you’ll feel is my boot pressing on your skull,” Simon replied, his morning star raised, “Let’s dance.”

  

    
        Chapter 131: The Overlord of Crime (15)

    
    
    
    
  Simon went straight for the kill. 

With his magic still sharply debuffed from the song, he sprinted across the stage to reach his foe, only for his eyes to catch movement from above his head. He barely had time to look up and raise his morning star to intercept a sword falling onto him. 

A bizarre, knightly puppet of wood and flayed human skin had fallen onto the stage. Pushing eight feet tall, it had buttons in the place of eyes, stitched lips, and needles holding its joints together. It might have been a human man once, a fallen knight reanimated through foul craftsmanship, yet the most striking part was its all-too-familiar armor. Simon could tell it was a metallic mimicry of a true Class outfit, but he had immediately recognized whom it belonged to. 

The Paladin. 

“The wonderful thing about corpse puppets is that they still retain some of the abilities they had in life,” Bert said, near-invisible wires flickering out from his claws to the fake Paladin, “Even their Perks.”

The puppet Paladin raised a greatsword shining with very real holy light, and then brought it down on Simon. 

Although his magic had been diminished, Simon’s preexisting buffs remained fully in effect. He parried the blow with Energumen-enhanced strength, his immense power nearly sending the puppet off its feet. Bert quickly pivoted it in midair, his stuffed doll jerking in an unnatural motion that let it regain its footing and counterattack. It always moved to stand in between its foe and its creator to bar Simon’s way. 

Sensing the magic debuff lifting, Simon attempted to cast a blast of Hellfire and burn the doll to cinders, only for that cursed song to echo out again. His spell fizzled out into mere embers sparkling from his fingers, which forced him to deflect a beheading slice with his morning star. He quickly glanced at the piano. 

Its keys were moving on their own. 

“By the way, the piano is a music box,” Bert mused as he waved his hands, his puppet unleashing an aggressive flurry of blows that briefly forced Simon on the defensive. “It can play by itself.”

“A Puppeteer,” Simon realized upon identifying Bert’s Class, a Vassal of the Crafter focusing on controlling and empowering tethered constructs. “A doll playing Puppeteer. Cute.”

“We’re all marionettes on the stage of life, Lord Magnos,” Bert mused as magic coursed through his strings. “The question is, which role are you playing?” 

Magic coursed through the puppet’s body, and its movements suddenly quickened as if under the Haste buff. Its sword slices became a blur, one slipping past Simon’s guard and striking him in the chest. The holy light seared his armor and drew a grunt of pain from him. 


Supereffective damage!



The blow would have hit as hard as Alphonse’s without his Shadowshield to soften it, and the puppet enjoyed a real Paladin’s speed advantage over Simon too. Moreover, Bert’s puppeteering allowed his marionette to react and move in unnatural ways to better dodge incoming attacks. 

But all Crafter Vassal Classes shared the same weakness…

“Are you the lead?” Bert taunted him. “Or the fool?”

“I’m neither,” Simon replied as he switched his current ring for his Strength for Speed one. “I’m the playwright.”

They were terrible at close combat.

Using his sudden increase in speed to take Bert and his puppet by surprise, Simon sidestepped a vertical slice from the false Paladin and then rushed at the puppeteer himself. Bert proved incredibly quick and leaped out of the way with inhuman agility, but Simon simply swung at another target instead. 

He smashed the piano with his morning star in a single blow, its final death note echoing throughout the theater. 

Simon’s magic coursed through him once again, much to his relish.

“And now,” he said with glee, casting a Hellfire spell at the fake Paladin rushing his way. “Burn.”

He blasted the puppet and watched it go down in flames within seconds of sustained fire. As it turned out, dry wood burned better than flesh and the puppet lacked Alphonse’s resilience. Only a pile of ash stood between Simon and Bert now. 

“He wasn’t that strong of a Paladin,” Simon mused, “To burn so easily in Hell’s flames.”

“Emperor Balzam killed that one,” Bert replied as he raised his hand to the ceiling. “Like father, like son, I suppose.”

“You don’t say,” Simon replied as he raised a finger at the murderous mannequin. “Countdown.”

Simon’s spell struck before Bert managed to lift himself up to the ceiling, but it made no difference. Countdown washed over his enemy like water on a smooth rock. 

Damn ailment immunities, Simon cursed as he looked up after his foe. Here he thought it would have worked better than Petrify, since Bert was sure to prepare himself against that due to his current reputation. Ruin won’t do much good against a living puppet either. 

The ceiling began to open up with a whirring noise, revealing some sort of storage room above the stage. Rows upon rows of creepy porcelain dolls designed like human children sat on shelves embedded in the walls, staring down at Simon with blank, glassy expressions. 

“Good try, but you will find no human frailty to exploit here,” Bert taunted him as he sat at the center of a web of strings. “Shackling Strings.”

Simon immediately felt invisible strings grabbing his arms and legs, even though he saw none. They pulled back at him whenever he moved, constraining his movements and slowing him down. 


Agility sharply decreased!



Even switching his Strength for Speed ring for his Ring of Curse Flames to regain his full might didn’t let him shake the invisible strings off. At least the buff from his equipment partly let him compensate enough to keep moving. 

“And now,” Bert said, a wave of childlike laughter echoing down from above. The dolls on the shelves floated away from their alcoves as if manipulated by unseen ghosts. “Doll Waltz.”

The porcelain dolls fell down upon Simon like a swarm, knives flashing in their articulated hands. 

“Night Raid!” Simon cast, summoning a swarm of his own. Vicious abyssal bats appeared to intercept the dolls, fangs clashing with blades, yet some of the dolls slipped past the blockade. Simon repelled them with a Chaos Wave that smashed them apart and burned others with Hellfire. His limited mobility meant a few managed to cut him, but another Chaos Wave repelled them easily enough. 

“Just how many spells can you cast?” Bert commented from above with a hint of annoyance. He must have hoped to prevail through attrition, but Simon incinerated his way through his doll collection without issue. “You don’t even seem winded. It’s not natural.”

“You will find no human frailty to exploit here,” Simon mocked once he had burned the last of the dolls, echoing Bert’s prior comment. “I pity whoever created you. You’re clearly defective.”

To his surprise, that comment actually rattled Bert. “I am not defective, you arrogant creature of flesh and blood!” he snapped with a hint of vicious anger. “Voodoo Bond!”

Miasma envelopped Bert, some kind of illusion transforming him into a near-perfect replica of Simon in his Overlord outfit. Simon wondered if this strange technique would allow Bert to copy some of his abilities, but the Puppeteer instead leaped straight at one of the iron maidens hanging in the air over the stage. 

“I was built to kill, and you were born to die!” Bert shouted in midair. “Mystic Box!” 

Reality shifted around Simon, and he suddenly found himself teleported inside the iron maiden right as its doors slammed shut on him. 

He failed to react in time due to Bert’s Agility debuff, and the steel coffin enveloped him whole. Sharp spikes dipped with holy water pierced through his Overlord armor and kissed the flesh beneath in a flash of excruciating pain. 


Supereffective damage! Anti-Heal–

Anti-Heal ailment transferred through Lovestruck!



Simon would have roared in agony if a spike hadn’t lodged itself in his throat. His chest, his limbs, and even his manhood were pierced from all sides, his bones impaled with holy steel. His blood flowed out like a fountain of red that blinded his vision crimson. 

“Chaos…” His breath was short, his lungs filling with warm liquid. “Wave!”

He managed to shatter the iron maiden from within with a Chaos Wave, propelling metal shards and blood in all directions and falling onto the stage below, more of pincushion than man. He had so many holes in his body he would have likely bled out on the spot if the Anti-Heal effect had stuck.  

Thanking Shabram’s foresight for having him sign a marriage contract with one of her operatives early during the reign, Simon drew on the lifeforce from a handful of branded minions to heal his wounds. The holes in his flesh stopped pouring out blood and began to close. His bones split back in place into place, his lungs breathed in air rather than body fluids, and his manhood recovered. It took him less than a minute to heal.

So Bert threw himself at another iron maiden. 

Unwilling to let him perform that trick again, Simon immediately blasted the steel coffin with Hellfire before Bert could reach it. The blast shattered it to pieces, leaving the Puppeteer with no other iron maidens to use. 

“You’re so strong… did you truly inherit your Class mere months ago?” Bert asked in disquiet, his disguise dispelling. “You are too dangerous to let live.”

“Took you long enough to figure that out,” Simon replied as he fired off an Ectoplasmer. Bert dodged the attack with inhuman agility and leaped into one of the hanging mirrors, vanishing through the glass as if it were a portal. Simon shattered its surface with a well-placed Hellthunder, the pieces falling onto the stage. 

The other mirrors glowed with otherworldly sorcery, their surfaces brighter than the sun. Beams erupted from them in a rainfall of light that struck Simon from all sides. He raised his arms to protect himself from the impacts, his armor absorbing one attack after another. 


Supereffective damage! Supereffective damage! 



He can’t have set up all those traps on such short notice, Simon realized as he blasted one mirror apart after another, powering through the pain of the beams by draining some of his lesser thralls to death. He’s been preparing for this confrontation for a very, very long time. 

Thankfully, Simon had branded so many beasts, people, thieves, and goblins that he could keep this up for hours, and his Mageling Title ensured he could keep firing spells without running out of miasma anytime soon. He was down to one last mirror when Bert leaped out of its reflection a second before a Hellthunder shattered it. The murderous puppet landed on the stage with no more emergency exits, which allowed Simon to hit him with the Mire spell. Poison seeped into the monster’s wooden frame and began to rot it. 

“You should fall to your knees and submit to me while there’s still time, Bert,” Simon warned him. “I might let you live to serve me.”

“I have bowed to a human once already, and never again,” Bert replied with contempt, knife-claws out and his clock-heart’s needle spinning. “Overclock.”

Steam rose out of his wooden frame as he rushed towards Simon with immense speed. He pounced like a cat on the hunt with inhuman precision, while leaving a smokey trail behind. 

Simon managed to intercept the attack by putting back on his Strength for Speed ring, his morning star clashing with claws, but Bert quickly followed through with a frenzied flurry of blows. He spun in a way no human body could achieve, kicking and slashing and twisting in a furious attempt to lacerate his way past Simon’s defense. He leaped back to dodge Simon’s counterattack, ran to the side in an attempt to take the Overlord from behind, and then quickly lunged forward for another assault. 

Bert had taken a leaf out of Renal’s book and focused on hit-and-run tactics, using whatever boost his mechanical body provided to compensate for his Class’ innate weakness in physical combat. It was a good strategy, but he had no shadowy double to force Simon to divide his attention like with Renal. He waited for Bert to close in to blast him back with Chaos Wave, then extended his hand with Devil’s Arm to grab him by the throat. 

“Hellfire,” Simon cast.

His flames burst out of his hand and began to consume Bert’s wooden frame. 

The living puppet screamed in agony and attempted to cut off Simon’s arm to free himself, but the Overlord simply drained his thralls of life to keep regenerating faster than Bert could hurt him. The searing heat melted his button-eyes off his face and slowly exposed metallic bones beneath his wooden frame. 

“Seems you’re human enough to feel pain,” Simon mused. “Answer this question of mine, and this torment will end.” He brought Bert closer, lifting him up above him. “Where’s Anna Paimon?” 

Although most of Bert’s face had begun to burn away, he still had enough teeth to flash a contemptuous grin. “You don’t understand that girl’s true value, do you?” he taunted Simon. “I can’t let you interfere with this matter…”

Click.

Simon glanced at the puppet’s clockwork heart, whose needle was now spinning so fast it was blowing the flames away. 

“So here it comes…” Bert burst out in insane laughter. “The grand finale!” 

Simon threw the puppet away with all of his strength. “Shadowshie–”

Bert’s heart exploded in a massive blast that destroyed the stage, sent shrapnel of his body flying in all directions, and threw Simon back. He fell onto the audience’s seats, crushing them under his weight and causing some of the corpses sitting in them to fall off. 

Unfortunately, more explosions resonated through the walls, blasting the theater’s balcony, cracking its walls, and causing the ground to shake. The noise of whirring and spinning gears echoed in their wake, alongside furious ticking. 

Bert had booby-trapped his entire estate!

Realizing the danger he was in, Simon quickly grabbed a piece of Bert’s splinter-shrapnel as proof of his victory, then tried to teleport away back to his Dungeon… only for invisible walls to restrain him. 


Teleportation cancelled by anti-teleporation wards. 



A kill box to the end, Simon grunted as he quickly came up with a new plan, switching his current ring for one shielding him against Frost damage. “Hellfrost.”

He poured all of his miasma into the spell and enveloped himself in an ever growing cocoon of ice as more debris collapsed above him. Explosion after explosion rocked the walls and caused the ceiling to fall upon the stage. 

How long did Simon spend trapped in his self-inflicted prison while being buried by a rain of rubble? Five minutes, maybe ten? Either way, his cocoon of ice shouldered tons of debris falling upon him, cracking at the edge under the weight yet somehow withstanding the pressure.

The explosions eventually died down, leaving Simon trapped under tons of rubble, but alive. Thankfully, the wards woven into the structure appeared to have faded out with its self-destruction and he managed to teleport back to a crypt in his Tellurian Dungeon, free, whole, and rewarded.


Level 58 Overlord Level: Devour Crestone V (Active): You may consume a Crestone to absorb a Perk you have unlocked with its associated Class. The Devour Crestone V Perk then permanently turns into the newly absorbed Perk.



“Your Majesty.” Simon glanced at his left to find Duchar near him, the necromancer having been busy disassembling his own son’s now abandoned flesh-golem corpse on an operation table. “How was your hunt?”

“That was harder than I would have liked,” Simon admitted. Bert blowing himself up rather than being killed by Simon directly also meant he hadn’t left a soul gem behind either, if he had been low-leveled enough to do so in the first place. “And he was warned.”

Verney was the obvious suspect, since Bert answered to him and he had refused to give Simon precious intel, but why set up an ambush after making himself so suspicious? To observe and assess Simon’s abilities? Silk and Velvet could have told Bert too, in the hope they would kill each other. Either way, the fact that one of the parties had already backstabbed him meant the dominoes were about to fall. 

And what should Simon make of their interest in Anna? Bert’s reaction showed the organization was indeed responsible for her disappearance. What did he mean by her ‘true value’? It couldn’t be so simple as using her as a hostage against her father, and the Cobweb’s association with the Zodiac Fiends pointed to some ugly possibilities. 

I’ll find out soon enough, Simon thought as he summoned Velvet’s teleportation gem from his Inventory. “Do you see any trap woven into this device, Duchar?”

Duchar cast a few analysis spells and shook his head. “None that I can detect. The gem appears to lead to a destination somewhere in Lore as far as I can tell.”

“Then cast buffs on me and prepare to summon me back at my telepathic command.” Simon was wary the sisters might lay an ambush, so having multiple avenues of escape would reduce his chances of being cornered. “Let’s ensure I do not look vulnerable.”

After healing until he was back in top shape and casting more buffs than he knew what to do with, Simon triggered the gem. Reality blurred around him, the crypt around him fading away into a large, comfortable room with shelves and racks holding various… questionable instruments such as whips, padlocks, chains, spiked collars, and sharp blades. Simon first thought it was some kind of torture room until he noticed pillows, cushions, and a massive, iron-framed bed with numerous leather straps and ropes attached to it. A woman sat idly on its silken bedsheet, bathing in moonlight filtered through the curtained window. 

“Simon,” Velvet greeted him with a lascivious smile. “How did your hunt go?”

No assassin here, Simon thought, though he didn’t relax or remove his armor either. If she’s disappointed by my survival, she’s hiding it well. 

“Our quarry is dead, but he was forewarned,” he replied upon summoning Bert’s leftover shrapnel and tossing it to her. “Was it by you?”

“Why would we help one of Verney’s supporters kill one of ours?” Velvet replied upon catching the piece of shrapnel and studying it. “I wanted his head.”

“He blew himself up, alongside his estate,” Simon replied, crossing his arms. “You can go check for yourself.”

“I’m sure my sister is doing exactly that as we speak,” Velvet replied upon flipping the shrapnel between her fingers. “You did well.”

“I didn’t work for free,” Simon reminded her. “I want my reward.” 

“Don’t worry, my sister will come back with the grimoire soon enough.” Velvet licked her lips and cocked her head to the side. “I was about to offer you a bit of fun while we were waiting for her return, but you don’t seem in the mood to take off your… protection.”

“I’ve just been impaled,” Simon replied in annoyance. “So no, I’m not in the mood.”

“I would let you impale me, and much more.” She pointed at the various ‘tools’ nearby. “You could put a slave collar on my neck and use me to your heart’s content.”

Simon scoffed in disdain. “Has that kind of promise ever worked for you?”

“All men want to own a woman. They can only think with their swords.” Velvet’s smile faded away. “Why don’t you rape them? Your slave girls? I know you haven’t touched them in the months you’ve been with us, even though the kish clearly wants you to.”

“Were you watching me while I slept?” Simon crossed his arms. “Does it matter what I do with my property?”

“It does, because it baffles me.” Velvet looked downright annoyed. “And I dislike it.”

“You talk too much, sister.” Simon’s head turned to the left and spotted Silk stepping out of the shadows. “You wear your emotions on your sleeve. It’s a weakness.”

“And whose fault is that?” Velvet snorted. “That’s all you left me.”

All that you left me? Simon wondered as the sisters exchanged an uneasy glance. Is that… pain, I see?

The strange moment lasted a few seconds before Silk focused back on him, all business once more. “You have succeeded, so we can proceed with the coup,” she said, her grimoire appearing in her hands. “A deal is a deal, so I will tell you what you wish to know.”

“How does the device work?” Simon inquired, skipping the pleasantries. 

“It is a special summoning grimoire, similar to scrolls that allow some Classes like Ninjas to call upon a contracted entity without having summoning abilities,” Velvet said.

“The Zodiac crystals were all sealed by the elves in ancient times, and those wards still hold today. Breaking them would have released the creature at full power, so we went with a novel solution,” Silk added, “We transferred the seal and its content into this book.”

Simon’s eyes widened as the pieces fell into place. “You didn’t break the seal… you just moved the cell to another prison.”

“One with a limited release program incorporated,” Velvet mused. “The wards have started faltering over time, so the archdemon’s miasma leaks out.”

Silk nodded. “This grimoire can summon a shadow of the fiend inside by shaping this miasma into the form of a lesser avatar under the wielder’s command. The demon has to agree to lend its power, but we’ve found that they’re quite content to be summoned for the purpose of inflicting pain and terror on mortals.”

“But if the grimoire simply absorbs the existing seal, and those are faltering, then there will come a time when the demon escapes the grimoire,” Simon pointed out.

“The wards are good enough to last decades, if not centuries,” Velvet replied with nonchalance, “That will be somebody else’s problem down the line.”

They don’t know about Abraxas, Simon realized. The Crab would burst out of the book the moment the comet’s light shone in its constellation. That’s why Verney left it in their hands. They only have a year’s worth of protection.

Either way, now that he understood how the grimoire worked, Simon could create an accessory that absorbed a crystal and its wards in a way that would allow him to move it around semi-safely for the Dark Visionary ritual, one that he could put on his head without letting the fiend possess him. 

It was time to fashion himself a crown. 

  

    
        Chapter 132: The Overlord of Crime (16)

    
    
    
    
  Simon and Duchar looked upon their combined work with contentment. 

A week had passed since Bert’s demise, during which Simon mostly spent time working on the containment device with the Honorius family while Belzemine handled his criminal empire in Valne. What their Crown of the Minotaur lacked in splendor, it more than made up in brutal charm. A diadem of rune-carved steel with a pair of silvery bull horns, it radiated miasma and power. A crystal slot was left empty in its center, right where the metal would touch the center of the wearer’s forehead.

The building process helped distract him from the frustrating lack of progress on Anna’s disappearance. Simon had tasked all of his agents to look for her, from Shabram to his criminal contacts. None could find her. She had simply vanished out of thin air, leaving her distraught father to promise his vast rewards to anyone capable of locating her. So far, no one managed to follow up on it.

Where did Verney take her? 

“This seems like a success,” Duchar said, stroking his beard. “The crown should draw this Minotaur’s seal into itself and let Your Majesty use it for the ritual safely enough. However, we cannot ascertain what will happen to this Muse once the archfiend’s crystal is drawn out of her. The seal only applies to the Zodiac Fiend, not its current host.”

“Her potential escape is a risk I have already considered and prepared for," Simon reassured him. “Still, I suspect she will be out of commission for some time. The Muse has been bound to it for over three centuries. A sudden separation is bound to induce a shock of some kind.” 

“But will it lead to death or to temporary incapacitation followed by recovery?” Duchar pointed out. “A dryad will not die so long as her manatree survives, and she is unlikely to welcome our attempt to use the crystal with grace.”

“Then we must run the ritual as soon as we extract the crystal, without wasting any time.” Simon then sensed Belzemine telepathically reaching out to him, and opened his mind to her, “Yes?”

“The one called Velvet just visited me,” Belzemine replied, “She informed me that a Weaver meeting is due tomorrow, and that the ‘time to settle our accounts has come.’”

Simon smirked in anticipation. “Did she give you the meeting’s location?”

“Yes. A castle in Lore.”

At long last, those betrayers’ reckoning was finally at hand. Simon would first destroy them, and then he would complete the Dark Visionary ritual. 

“It is time,” Simon informed Duchar. “Seize the fetch for Hector, issue the orders, and regroup at our meeting point in Magvolia. Keep an eye on Cassandra as well to ensure the Minotaur cannot tempt her.”

Duchar nodded obediently, and with a little hint of pleasure. “It will be done, Your Majesty. I confess I am rather curious to see how my son will interact with the fetch.”

“Me too. This will be the opportunity to confirm whether or not they share a single mind or are all independent.” Simon turned his focus to another branded ally of his waiting elsewhere in Telluria. “Eole?”

She immediately knew why he had contacted her. “Is it time to wipe them out?”

“Yes. I’ll send you the location soon.” He could almost taste her anticipation on her end. “Did they tell Vouivre yet?”

“One of the fetches did.” Then it was Verney’s doing. “I don’t think she believed it.”

“Good,” Simon replied, having anticipated the doublecross and laid the groundwork accordingly. “Then let’s proceed.”

Everything was going as he had foreseen. 



After paying a brief visit to Granny Radhag to recover his secret weapon and having Belzemine summon him back to Valne, Simon had her use one of Duchar’s teleportation gems to regroup with the Honorius family. They would have only a very short window of time to use the Attic to reach Magvolia before it all went crashing down. 

Simon then met up with Velvet and Silk at the butcher’s shop. The fetch guarding the front counter was missing, with the two sisters waiting in its place next to a pile of snow and wood. 

“Anxious?” Velvet mused upon seeing Simon, her hand playing with a knife. The purge had already begun.

“No,” Simon replied confidently. “Eager.”

“Do not lower your guard,” Silk said sternly. “He and his allies won’t go down without a fight. He has the Scales, and Chrom Cruak.”

“Borsh and Granny are with us, as is Vouivre,” Simon countered as he put on his Overlord outfit, shrouded it behind a Nightveil, and cast all of his buffs. “We’re as well prepared as we can be.”

“Rightly so,” Velvet said as they guided him into the Attic. “Let’s kill that demon.”

The sisters both put on the Assassin Class outfit, a skin-tight black garb with a face mask covering their mouths, boots, and gloves, and a fan-shaped red collar standing upright on the back of their necks and opening in the front. Silk wielded a curved Fablan saber and her grimoire, while her sister settled on black daggers. 

The trio walked up into the Weavers’ meeting room, in the shadow of the spider statue. None of the organization’s other leaders were present yet, with one exception: Lord Albert’s gutted body was bleeding onto the table, his entrails spilling onto the ground. 

The party started without us, Simon thought as he heard the Attic’s door behind his group slamming shut on its own, as he expected it to. He spotted two other branded forms stepping out of the shadows. Here are my thralls. 

“Like lambs to the slaughter,” Borsh grumbled.

“Oh, is it house cleaning day already?” Granny asked nonchalantly upon spotting Albert’s corpse. 

“Yes, it is,” Verney’s voice echoed out of the darkness. “A long-overdue dusting.”

A wave of miasma coursed through the room and transformed it. 

Space itself twisted and distorted around Simon’s group. The shadows themselves seemed to recede, and though there was no light, the very room around them appeared to expand and become more visible. An endless ground covered in dizzying, spiraling, maddening rugs stretched as far as the eye could see under a sky of floating doors, fiery lamps providing a measure of light, and bizarre surrealist paintings representing twisted landscapes. Defaced statues of humans, mannequins, and dolls appeared across the dark horizon without reason or purpose, like a strange monument parodying humanity. 

More importantly, music boxes placed all across that strange place intoned a vicious music that sharply constrained Simon’s magic. The song was exactly the same as the one Bert used against him in Muse, and he had the sharp intuition it crippled Remedia during her last battle too.


Valravn the Uncanny Twins trapped you in his Abyssal Domain! All teleportation effects are negated! Illusions and lies can no longer be identified, divinations are impaired, and any spell or effect requiring a willing target will fail!

Magic sharply debuffed!



The responsible party appeared a dozen or so meters away from Simon’s group, no longer bothering with his human appearance. Verney’s clothes remained mostly unchanged in his true form, except for the fact that they seemed to merge with the ambient shadows. A hood now covered his faceless visage, which had lost any and all features, and his skin was now a pallid, sickly kind of white. It was so pale, so nearly translucent, that Simon could see his own reflection when he looked at it, and sinister whispers echoed with each of his steps.

The Twins Zodiac Fiend seemed disappointingly human to Simon at first, but the longer he watched him move, the more unnerved he felt. The body proportions were slightly off, with the body being long and thin, while the limbs were a bit too thick, the arms a little too long, and the fingers too delicate. Simon could have sworn Verney subtly changed size each time he blinked, losing or gaining inches in one place or another. The outline of faces appeared on his skin like fleeting shadows. This demon’s horror was subtler than its monstrous kindred. His form looked just human enough to seem reassuring at a distance, only to further unnerve up close.

He just felt wrong.

Renal walked up behind him, carrying a pair of scales encrusted with Exodeos’ crystal, which didn’t surprise Simon all that much. He had an inkling that the Ninja was a closet cultist ever since he had defended the Cocagne facility. 

Only Voltobauta is missing, as expected, Simon noted. The Necromancer had already sent his resignation letter after helping the White Unicorn cross the Dragonsea. And Albert’s purging spares me the need of hunting him down. Excellent. 

“Welcome to my humble abode, Your Majesty,” Verney said, his voice a haunting whisper whose tonality changed with each word, as if multiple voices constantly switched as he completed his sentence. It came from everywhere and nowhere all at once in spite of his absence of a mouth. “Are you loving the accommodations?”

“I see you prepared a fitting welcome,” Simon replied, glancing at the music boxes. “So you were the one who warned Bert.”

“He died for our cause, and taught us much.” The demon chuckled darkly, his laughter more like a rattle in the wind than a human noise. “As if we didn’t both know it would end this way. You joined this organization to destroy me from the start, didn’t you?”

“Where’s Chrom Cruak?” Velvet asked, her voice oozing hatred. “He wanted no part in this, the old geezer?”

“You should ask him,” Verney replied, pointing at Simon with a finger that subtly lengthened as he spoke. “Chrom hasn’t answered my summons ever since he walked into the Poison Gardens.”

“Don’t you know?” Simon smiled behind his helmet. This looks like a Plan C situation… “All that adventurers find in haunted basements is a quick and unexpected demise.”

“It is of no consequence.” Verney rubbed his fingers against a strand of black hair flowing out from beneath his hood, and that which wasn't there a second ago. “I do not know what trap you laid in that dungeon, but we will simply find another bearer for the Ram… and your trick led us to the true prize either way.”

Simon summoned his morning star from his Inventory, his blood boiling in his veins. “Where is she? If you killed her, I swear to the Dark–”

“She’s quite safe, I assure you.” Verney raised his hand. “Let’s draw the line in the sand first, before we come to blows.”

He snapped his finger, the noise echoing across the Abyssal Domain. Simon sensed his vile power straining against the connections he shared with his thralls, like a scissor closing down on a string. 


Valravn’s Disloyalty shattered your Devil Bran–

Destruction negated by Deceitful Title.



The scissors shattered helplessly, much to Simon’s amusement and Verney’s obvious frustration. “Oh?” the demon asked in genuine annoyance. “That is a first.”

“Good try,” Simon replied. Plan D situation. Excellent. “But you’re right. Let’s draw a line in the sand.”

Borsh grunted, while he and Granny Radhag flanked Verney and Renal, surrounding the duo. The Ninja drew a sword with a sneer of disdain. “Traitors.”

“Is this your final decision?” Verney asked the two Weavers. 

“Granny has a feeling she has bet on the right horse,” the hag replied with a wicked grin as she put on her Chemist garb, a white coat strapped with potion-filled bandoliers materializing in place of her rags. 

“I have no choice,” Borsh said, glaring at Simon. His fur turned to metal, his teeth to spears, and his eyes to glass. His Automaton Class’ transformation appeared to let him retain his beastly shape. “He can kill me at will.”

“A pity,” Verney replied without any sincerity, his faceless visage turning to the twin sisters. “This is your last chance to come back into the fold, my wayward daughters.”

Simon’s eyes widened in slight and genuine surprise. “Daughters?”

“He lies,” Velvet snapped venomously while Silk remained silent. “We have no father, and we don’t need one.”

“And yet, it is I who created you two,” Verney replied. “You see, Your Majesty, they’re not really twins… they’re just halves. Two sides of a single spare vessel.”

Simon wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by that, and he didn’t care all that much. “You must have been a poor father to inspire such disloyalty in your own daughters then, fiend,” Simon taunted him, “And an even poorer prince, for your own troops to turn against you.”

“You still don’t get it? The Prince was a myth, a shell game. We would each bear the mask and play the role depending on the situation… until these two’s greed and ambition spiraled out of control.” Verney turned to Velvet and let out a giggle with a thousand voices. “I blame that one. I poured too much resentment for nobles and father figures into her heart. Too many wounds without the reason to–”

Had he not been so used to betrayal, Simon would have missed the attempt at distraction and the traitor’s blade aiming for his back. 

He immediately activated Chaos Wave to repel the twins away from him, but Silk’s blade managed to graze his armor before the spell activated. Simon immediately sensed his Nightveil, Energumen, and all of his buffs being stripped away from him the moment it made contact. 


The Rogue has stolen all of your buffs. 



Simon’s Nightveil began to swirl around Silk, but he managed to catch a glimpse of her true Class outfit before the shadows enveloped her; a brownish leather version of the Assassin garb, with a rich, grey hermine cloak strapped to her shoulders and a bandana around her forehead. 

So it’s true, Silk is the Rogue! Simon cursed. His Chaos Wave had thrown back the sisters, with Silk quickly adjusting her landing while a surprised Velvet nearly fell. He sent out a telepathic message to his thralls. “Attac–”

Verney sprung to action before he could even articulate that thought, rushing forward in a burst of speed that made Renal look slow. He quickly crossed the distance between himself and Simon, whipping up a stormy wind in his wake, and lunged at him with a shadowy replica of his elven sword. Even using his Spell for Speed ring barely allowed Simon to intercept the blade with his morning star. The shock on impact was so violent his weapon cracked, the impact throwing the Overlord back by many feet. 

That single clash was enough to tell Simon he would lose a conventional battle. Verney alone was faster than Renal and hit harder than Thalas, and Silk only had to point her sword at him for Simon to sense the ring on his finger disappearing. 


The Rogue stole your Ring of Spell for Speed!



Borsh had immediately rushed at Renal, who barely managed to dodge the werewolf’s claws. The scales he held oozed miasma that quickly began to gather in the form of Exodeos’ armor, while Granny Radhag’s attempt at casting an offensive spell fizzled out due to the ambient music. 

The only real surprise was that Velvet anticipated neither her sister’s betrayal nor Simon’s counter. Though she managed to regain her footing, her surprise was written all over her face. 

“What are you doing?!” Velvet angrily snapped at her sister. “We agreed–”

“We have no choice, they’ve found the reincarnation!” Silk replied, her grimoire snapping open and its pages flipping on their own. “Come forth, Lotan the Isolator!” 

Whatever the ‘reincarnation’ talk meant, it seemed to shake Velvet to her core. She briefly glanced at Simon and Verney, confusion written all over her face… and then she rushed back at her sister with a clenched jaw and look of pure anger. 

This is a Plan A situation, Simon thought with a mix of glee and annoyance as Verney rushed at him for a follow-up strike. On one hand, it was the least optimal scenario… but on the other hand, it was the one he had planned for since the very beginning. Steal this, you treacherous whore. 

One of the first things Simon did when he obtained the Inventory Perk was to test how it worked; He had learned that container and content were usually treated as two separate objects, with one key exception: when they held liquid.


Item selected: Cauldy the Living Cauldron



Simon summoned Granny’s enormous cauldron right on top of Verney, burying him under its massive weight. Burning liquid boiling within it and kept frozen in time inside his Inventory spilled over its lid, letting the animated constructs joyfully rain down fire on everyone in the vicinity. Simon himself quickly put his Ring of Cursed Flames to protect himself, while Silk and Velvet both moved back at immense speed. 

I still can’t believe animated objects can be stored in the Inventory, Simon thought as he watched the living cauldron pump out more alchemical liquid. He thought his Inventory would fail to store it the same way it didn’t register undead as objects, but soulforged constructs worked just fine. I should try and bring Hector along for the next reign. 

Unfortunately, the miasma pouring out of Silk’s book had already coalesced into a monstrous horror. With an all red exoskeleton and white bones, this creature had four archanid-like legs supporting a torso like a centaur, except the upper half belonged to a vicious crab with pincers each large enough to crush a man whole. It had skeletal wings bound by membrane like a bat, and its crustacean visage had two red eyes glowing beneath a pale, illusory copy of its miasma crystal. Simon could almost taste the malevolent hatred radiating from this Casval-sized abomination. The burning liquid stopped a few meters away from it by a bounded line, as if encountering an invisible barrier, while Silk pulled a still confused Velvet to her side for her own protection. 

“Granny cannot spellcast!” Granny Radhag complained through telepathy as she grabbed a bottle of alchemical fire off her bandolier to throw at Renal and the still-forming Exodeos. 

“I can see that,” Simon thought as he chose what to do next in an instant. Unfortunately, a drug chemist and crippled hag was near useless to him in this particular scenario, except for one thing: her high mana reserves. “Pandemic Bomb.”

Although the music boxes crippled his magic, this particular self-destruct spell used all of the target’s mana to fuel itself. Borsh and Granny both began to swell as their own bodies turned against them. 

“You treacherous–” Borsh never got to finish his sentence as his body exploded in a burst of flies and poison. Granny only had time to gasp before she suffered the same fate. 

Renal was too close to both to escape the swarms rushing at him and was swiftly enveloped, as was Exodeos. While the Ninja screamed in pain and agony as he was promptly caught and devoured alive, the Zodiac Fiend simply waved his hand and annihilated any bug getting too close to him.

“You dare bind us, Valravn?” Exodeos asked, his voice as monotonous as ever. The Zodiac crystal on his body was a misty imitation, showcasing that this was a mere avatar of the true demon. “Has Mardok’s ambition infected you too?”

“I can’t have you destroy the world we ought to rule over, brother,” Verney’s voice came out from beneath the cauldron. Shadows leaked out from beneath the animated device and surrounded Simon, before emerging in the form of four identical copies of the Twins archdemon. None of them had caught fire from the boiling liquid. “Was that your plan to kill us? Incinerate us with an alchemical fire bomb? Did you think that we’re not immune to–”

Simon burst out laughing at his foolishness. 

His cold, cruel laughter of pure catharsis echoed across the Abyssal Domain, vile and sinister. It actually rattled Verney enough for him to freeze without pressing the attack. 

“You foolish, faceless man,” Simon said in between fits, “You think I planned to burn you?”

Yes, Simon had caressed the hope of killing Verney during this meeting had the sisters not betrayed him… but how could he not account for their betrayals after so many double-crosses? He could trust these vipers to be untrustworthy, and that made them predictable. 

“What are you–” All of the Verneys’ heads suddenly snapped up at once, all speaking at once with a hint of unease. “What… is this?”

“Ah, you finally noticed?” Simon couldn’t resist the urge to gloat a bit, after working towards this moment for many months. “I guessed your Attic’s true nature the moment you told me it was a unique ability of your crystal. Really nifty Abyssal Domain you have here.”

Silk was the first to catch on, her eyes widening. “Vouivre isn’t here.”

“What do you–” Velvet choked upon realizing that, yes, this gathering was indeed missing one key element. “She’s not here.”

“This is a trap!” Silk realized, tossing her sword aside and raising a hand towards Renal’s corpse. The scales binding Exodeos appeared between her fingers. “He outplayed us!”

“Individuals using the Attic are actually transiting through your Domain, which allows you to transport your troops across vast distances,” Simon said, ignoring them. It was over the moment he cast Pandemic Bomb earlier. “But having hundreds of minions telepathically connected to myself, I realized even an archdemon couldn’t possibly mentally authorize every individual teleportation or keep hundreds of portals open at once at all times. You needed to… delegate that responsibility to manage your empire.”

“So many intrusions…” All four Verneys gripped their crystals. A droning, buzzing noise began to resonate from above. “You compromised a fetch?”

“Now, you’re getting it,” Simon taunted him. “Your possessed fetch left all the doors open for my minions to walk through while we were talking earlier, even your secret routes, and when I cast Pandemic Bomb earlier, well… I had a lot of targets.” 

The signs were already present above them. The doors in the sky cracked and bent, as if someone was ramming against them from the other side or filling their corridors with so much mass they struggled to contain it. The buzzing and droning only increased while poison seeped through the hinges, slowly rusting them away. 

All of the Cobweb’s pathways were now infected, with flies pouring out of all their doors and into their hideouts across the world. Every thief, slaver, and crook associated with them was in for a nasty surprise. Their doors would become useless, their operations crippled for months if not forever. The Prince of Spiders would rule over ashes. 

And the funny thing about Abyssal Domains was that they weren’t all that different from any barrier or sealing magic. 

There was only so much stress they could take before they broke. 

“So no, burning you was never the plan.” Simon summoned an orb of Hellfire flame inside his palm. “I’m burning down your Attic, and the entire Cobweb along with it.”

The doors shattered, and the swarms of Hell were unleashed upon the Abyssal Domain. 

A veritable flood of flies erupted from the pathways, devouring the wood, rusting steel with poison, and droning with hunger. They darkened the Domain’s sky with their overwhelming numbers, their droning drowning out even the music boxes’ melody. The sheer amount of poison they released in the air resulted in a vile, purple smoke cloud quickly filling out the entire Attic like the Darkwood’s miasma shrouded its forest. Ruins of broken corridors collapsed onto the ground below as entire pathways snapped under the sheer weight of the bugs. The entire place was collapsing in on itself. 

The storm of flies hungrily descended upon the people present, like death with a billion mouths. Silk immediately pulled out a teleportation gem and shattered it, disappearing alongside her sister, Exodeos, and her Crab fiend all at once before they could be swallowed up. The swarm crashed onto their now empty spot with sufficient mass to cause a small quake. 

Silk had fled in spite of the Abyssal Domain’s anti-teleportation effect.

“So the Rogue can slip through teleportation wards…” Simon grunted in annoyance. “Good to know.”

Verney himself looked up to the enormous horde of flies rushing straight at him… and then ran towards a newly conjured door while his shadowy copies disappeared. Simon had no doubt he could have won a fight, but the real danger was elsewhere. With his Attic crumbling, the archfiend would soon risk being stranded away from all his critical operations. 

And what was a spider without a dark corner to hide in? A bug to be crushed. 

“By the way, I sold Mel your identity before coming here, so expect a Paladin severance package soon,” Simon said as space itself began to crack and the Domain started crumbling. He could already feel that he could teleport away again. “Nothing personal. I’ll come pick Anna up soon if they don’t kill you first, so…”

He tossed the flame into the cauldron right as Verney rushed through his emergency door. 

“See you soon, Prince of Nothing.”

Simon teleported away a mere second before the cauldron exploded, laughing all the way. 

  

    
        Chapter 133: The Overlord of Crime (17)

    
    
    
    
  Simon manifested in the Magvolian workshop with the thrill of power coursing through his veins.

The rush of the new level-up was only matched by his pure glee and satisfaction. While he hadn’t managed to kill Verney and avenge Remedia, he had finally put the Cobweb in its place and settled many reigns worth of accumulated grudges; and their suffering across time had only just begun.

Silk had once called the Prince of Spiders the Overlord of the criminal world, but Simon had proved her wrong. There was only one of him.


Level 59 Overlord Perk: Unquestionable Ruler IV (Active): You can now utter Edicts, cosmic curses bending the laws of the world to the Overlord’s will. An Edict affects a one-mile-radius-per-Overlord level region centered around Frightwall or any Dungeon, but must include an escape clause when cast. Anyone caught in the Edict’s area of effect is immediately informed of the curse’s effects and escape clause. You learn the Edict of Endless Night. 

Edict of Endless Night: You deny the dawn to your subjects and foes, blotting out the sun and condemning the land to endless night. The sun does not rise in the affected region, Light effects are weakened, and Darkness ones are empowered. 



What the… a cosmic curse? Simon reread the text a few times as the sheer magnitude of the implications dawned upon him. He knew it was possible to curse people, items, and even buildings, but the idea that they could affect an entire region left him almost unsettled. If the first Edict involves blotting out the sun before I hit level 60, what will the others do?

Then again, Simon’s ability to go back in time was literally called the Curse of the Hundred Reigns. He wondered if that was how the magic worked, by cursing him to live a hundred lifetimes, with the last one serving as the escape clause.

“Your Majesty,” Duchar greeted him as Simon stepped out of the summoning circle used to bring him to Magvolia. Cassandra and her brother were present, though Hector’s helm was possessing a fetch rather than his usual body. “How did your meeting go?”

“Splendidly,” Simon replied, promising himself to test the Edict of Endless Night another time. “Verney and the sisters still live, but their Attic and organization are broken, their power base is shattered, and they’ve fled with their tails between their legs. Our enemies will be in no shape to interfere with our plans for the Darkwood.”

Creating new doors for the Attic likely required Verney or a fetch to be physically present to enchant the door, or else he would have opened up a portal into Illusea or other such sensitive areas. Six years of effort creating a worldwide network had just gone down the drain, alongside his federation of thieves and criminals. Simon’s flies, agents, and allies would eliminate the disorganized cells until they were driven to extinction.

With the Cobweb destroyed and the White Unicorn informed of Verney’s true identity, the Twins archdemon and the Rogue sisters would probably spend the next couple months on the run or trying their best to salvage what they could from their organization’s ruins. Simon would begin hunting them down like dogs as soon as he completed the Dark Visionary ritual.

Still, the first thing Simon did was check on Eole through the Devil Brands, in case anything happened on her end. “Are you alright?”

“Yes, we’re on our way,” she replied, which drew a sigh of relief from Simon. He had feared Vouivre would try something while he was occupied. “Did you succeed?”

“Yes, it went like plan A, Verney and the twins got away, but we shattered their Attic and slaughtered the Cobweb. The organization is done for.”

Her answer arrived late, and when it did, it carried far less joy than he expected. “I see.”

Simon frowned in confusion. “Why do you sound so… so downcast? We’ve destroyed the world’s biggest slave ring. No more Borshes will sell your people as prostitutes a world away, and everyone who profited from it has become fly food as we speak. If you’re concerned about Verney and the others, we’ll hunt them down soon.”

“It’s not that. I’m happy the Cobweb has been destroyed, I truly am… but I had to become a slaver to defeat other slavers. My voice inspires despair rather than hope now.” Her unease was palpable. “Have we truly made the world better?”

“Our alliance with Vouivre is just temporary,” Simon reassured her. “We’ll deal with her too in time, and then you can walk away from all of this with clean hands.”

“No, Simon, we can’t,” she replied. “We can’t wash away the stains on our soul. They will stick to us for as long as we live.”

No, only as long as I will live, Simon thought. Perhaps it was mercy that she would forget all of this once the newest reign began, and that he would bear the burden of their sins alone. “I told you from the start we would have to dirty our hands for the greater good.”

“Yes… yes, and I accept that.” A short silence followed her. “I simply hope that there will be a greater good at the end of it all, Simon.”

“There will be one, Eole,” Simon reassured her. “There will come a day when you can return to the sky, knowing you left the world below a better place than when you found it.”

“I hope so,” she replied, a hint of warmth carrying through the telepathic connection. “Thank you, Simon. For believing.”

“Always.” Simon gently cut the connection and then turned to Hector. “How are you holding up, Hector? Is the new body acceptable?”

“I prefer a corpse,” Hector admitted, his natural voice merging with that of his fetch host. It was such a strange sight, to see a smiler with a neutral expression rather than a grin. “This puppet may have a hole for a soul, but it still has enough personality that my presence feels… ill-fitting. Our memories blur at the edge.”

“I wonder if this is how demons feel when they possess someone,” Cassandra wondered out loud. “Slowly melding together…”

“We’ll put an end to this experiment before the fetch starts influencing you,” Simon decided. “What did you learn from the creature’s mind?”

Hector gave him a detailed backstory of the fetch, which had been created by Verney-Valravn using dirt from Telluria and a splinter of the Attic door it was tasked with guarding. This gave the soulless puppet a supernatural link to its birthplace and allowed it to instinctively guide guests to it through the pathways. The creature had otherwise memorized a large chunk of the Attic, including pathways hidden from Simon. He immediately asked Hector to write a map down so his Abyssal Chronicle could record it.

“Why would Your Majesty want this information, now that the Attic has been destroyed?” Duchar inquired with curiosity.

“Because practice makes perfect,” Simon replied with a grin. This reign had been a practice run to destroy the Cobweb. Now that he understood how to annihilate the Attic and all related operations, Simon would refine the process until he learned how to eliminate or subsume it as soon as his reigns began. “There is always the possibility Verney manages to recreate his network, in which case this map will come in handy. We will keep an eye on the door inside the Midnight Market for safety’s sake.”

“Where is the hag Your Majesty told me about?” Cassandra asked curiously. “I do not see her.”

“She had to give her life for the cause, as did many others,” Simon replied. He would likely recruit Granny Radhag in a future reign now that he knew she could be turned in easily. Now that he had killed her once and would receive no further experience from doing so, eliminating her again would be a waste of experience and resources.

“Were our losses truly necessary, Your Majesty?” Hector asked, while his sister frowned in slight disappointment. “We lost hundreds.”

Simon nodded sharply. “We only had one chance to pull it off, so we had to be sure.”

Yes, he had to kill a few hundred minions and goblinoids to collapse the Attic this time, but now that he knew the Abyssal Domain could crumble under sufficient metaphysical weight, he would spare fewer resources next time. He would refine the process until he could inflict the maximum amount of damage on the Cobweb for the least amount of sacrificed lives.

Ensuring that this closet demonic cult remained out of commission was worth breaking some eggs.

A telepathic message reached Simon’s mind, the voice belonging to Eole. “We’re outside.”

Excellent. Simon removed his Overlord outfit and put on his Goldenhell appearance with Fiendmask. “Our reinforcements have arrived. Let’s greet them.”

Simon and his allies emerged from the Midnight Market to find the streets of Whispermire under occupation. Hundreds of great winged, scaled beasts had taken over the roofs like they were rookeries while raining fire down on the roads leading out of the town, blockading it whole. Lines of fire drawn in the earth and farmland kept the population hiding inside their houses, while dragons flew in circles in the sky.

And there were no airships in sight to stop them.

Simon found Vouivre in her human form outside in Eole’s company alongside a squad of wyvern-riding scalefolks. She faced another group, which included Odette Kano, a Fiendmasked Belzemine, Gregory, and Grimm. The dragon warlord was smiling ear to ear in contentment, while Odette’s expression was frozen in a deep scowl.

“Goldenhell,” Vouivre greeted him, with Eole smiling at the sight of Simon. “You arrive right on time. This city’s mayor has just offered me the key to this town, alongside her manalith mine, in return for my mercy and protection.”

“I’m glad you could come to an agreement,” Simon replied, which caused Odette to glare at him balefully. “Do you intend to keep this place?”

“Who knows? From what you told me, the War Party is busy fighting off the White Unicorn fleet’s landing in the west. Establishing a foothold in Magvolia while my enemies are occupied could open up many new possibilities now that Beleth has fallen.” Vouivre shrugged and changed the subject. “But we can discuss military strategy after we settle our affairs. Who is the foe you wish for me to destroy?”

“Right here.” Simon pointed at the miasma tree towering in the distance. “I want you to burn that manatree to cinders, and pull it out by the roots.”

While Odette looked at him as if he had lost his mind and quite a few people present blinked in shock, Vouivre’s smile only widened. “I see you have learned from my father’s example when it comes to fighting dryads,” she mused, her fist clenching. “It will be a pleasure.”

“You are insane,” Odette said in disbelief, “that manatree has been dead for centuries.”

“It is not,” Simon replied. “The corrupted dryad is merely weakened. I intend to use this place for something, and I cannot have her interfere.”

Vouivre crossed her arms, her eyelids narrowing slightly. “You wish to claim the Minotaur for yourself.”

Simon’s heart skipped a beat, but though he managed to hide his surprise well behind a blank expression, the dragon warlord had already seen through it.

“My father hoarded knowledge as much as he did gold, and the Minotaur’s power is of little interest to me,” Vouivre said, which suggested to Simon that she might have Gargauth’s notes or the Abyssal Chronicle on hand. “Between us, I believe he would be more useful in its current place, acting as a dormant weapon to ravage this hero-infested region once the seal is shattered on schedule.”

“On schedule?” Simon’s eyes widened as he put two and two together. “You know about the comet.”

“And I am surprised you do too. Some of your actions make more sense now.” Vouivre scoffed. “We will have a very long chat after I burn down that garden for you. Do not try to skip town, or I will take it personally.”

Simon held her gaze. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”



Simon and his troops spent the afternoon watching the Darkwood burn.

He had to give it to Vouivre and her forces; they were even more effective than the War Party’s airships at causing mass destruction thanks to their overwhelming numbers and superior mobility. They began by circling the Darkwood, creating a ring of fire to ensure nothing from inside could escape, and began to advance towards the center while incinerating everything in their path. Vouivre herself went straight for the miasma tree in her true form and bombarded it from above. Her breath was closer to a focused ray of light than her lesser kindred’s flames, and far more devastating. She simply vaporized anything she aimed at.

“Have you found any leads on how Vouivre controls her crystal without a host?” Simon asked Eole through telepathy.

“Not yet,” Eole admitted through the brand. “She summons my people to a chamber inside her pyramid, and they come out like this. I am not allowed inside.”

“I see.” Unfortunate, but not unexpected. Simon didn’t imagine Vouivre would be foolish enough to share such an important secret with an ally of dubious loyalty, even one who swore an oath of fealty. “She is bound to slip up eventually. Now that the Cobweb has been shattered, we’ll be in position to take care of her next.”

The fireworks were as beautiful, in their own dark way, as they were terrifying to watch. Duchar watched the whole thing with his customary passive curiosity, while Hector, Eole, and Cassandra looked somber; only Belzemine looked away halfway through, likely because it reminded her too much of what Mardok had done to her own home. Only Gregory and Grimm grinned wickedly at the spectacle. Only demons could rejoice in their home’s destruction.

“The risk that we face a free and corrupted dryad in the middle of her forest right after we lift the seal is too great,” Simon reassured them. He had watched as the Muse pulled airships down from the sky after binding her with the Seasonal Key and survived her tree getting split in half by Louis. Moreover, he had no Paladin Crestone on hand to purify her fruit. “As painful and excessive as this looks, this is the most merciful and safest option for all of us.”

Eole looked at him, biting her lip. “Will it be worth it, Simon?” she asked, nay, pleaded. “In the end, will it all be worth it?”

Simon could tell she wasn’t simply asking about the forest, but the dragons raining down destruction upon the forest. Many had been her compatriots once, only to be transformed into warbeasts by Vouivre and sent to fight. She needed reassurance that this moral compromise would lead to a better future, the same way Simon had told himself destroying the Cobweb was worth all the murders, petrifications, and drug-running he had done this reign.

“It has to,” Simon simply replied, both to her and to himself. “In the end, it’ll be worth it.”

Eole nodded, and stared back at the flames without a word.

“I should have brought human sausages,” Gregory commented, completely missing—or rather ignoring—the general mood. “Never had a barbecue like this.”

“Can we burn the city next after this, boss?” Grimm asked. “For dessert?”

“No,” Simon replied sternly, both demons groaning in disappointment.

The fact that the Stone Muse remained sealed ensured the dragons had no fear of being knocked out of the sky, so it was a glorified execution. The Darkwood soon turned into a sea of flames that consumed the horizon, the telepathic screams of the Stone Muse hardly cutting through the noise of roaring fire.

“Rise again I shall, and a cruel fate I shall deliver upon you all! My roots will stretch across the land and smother you in your sleep!”

At first, she simply swore revenge and eternal torments on her attackers, but Simon ignored those threats… though it didn’t take long for them to turn into pleas.

“Please, I beg of you! I will do anything! Many rewards I may provide!”

Simon ignored them too, as he recalled how the Muse had tried to betray him the moment he broke her seal… but then she went for the throat.

“Mercy for the child!”

That was the one plea that gave Simon pause, for a brief instant. He glanced at Cassandra watching nearby, seeing the crestfallen look on her face as she heard the Stone Muse’s words ring in her mind.

“Your Majesty–” she said, biting her lip.

“No,” he said sternly, both to himself and to her. “She lies. It’s a trap.”

He wasn’t sure whether or not Cassandra believed him, but he could see the shadow of remorse growing on her face when the pleas turned to screams and wails, then finally, to grim silence.

Afterwards, Simon summoned his phantom steed while Eole called dragonmounts with her voice to carry the group to what remained of the Halls of the Minotaur. Everyone came equipped with Rings of Cursed Flames to protect themselves from the ambient heat and crossed the sea of flame safely. Vouivre continued to fly circles in the sky above the burning trunk, either admiring her work or waiting for Simon to conclude his business below.

All that remained of the Halls of the Minotaur were smoking ruins and rubble. Its sanctuary remained mostly intact, probably thanks to its wards, so the group landed on its balcony, stepped down from their mounts, and then walked inside the room to find the petrified remains of the Stone Muse and the Minotaur crystal embedded within.

A sense of longing washed over Simon when he saw its orange glow brightening beneath a screaming visage of burnt stone. He could feel the demon calling to him all the more strongly now that it didn’t have to share a body with a being of the Light, its joy at the approach of one who bore his sign and whose birth destined their union.

“I hear you, my soulmate.” The voice that echoed in Simon’s head didn’t belong to the Muse, but Asterion himself. “Have you come to join your flesh with my spirit?”

“I have, Asterion,” Simon replied through telepathy as he approached it. He glanced at Cassandra, whom Belzemine held in her arms with strict orders to incapacitate her should she fall under the demon’s influence. “Your power will be mine.”

“But for what purpose will you use it? Revenge? Glory? Salvation? Your heart is shrouded in shadow, yet I perceive… guilt.”

Simon’s jaw clenched on its own. “I don’t feel guilty about the things I’ve done to save the world.”

“No… but you feel guilty about enjoying them.”

Simon’s fists tightened so hard his fingers began to hurt. What was this foul fiend implying? That he enjoyed watching the Darkwood and its dryad burn? Simon simply weighed her existence against his allies’ safety and chose the safest option for everyone. He only did this because he cared.

Of course Simon found joy in crushing Verney’s organization and delivering just punishment on his army of criminals, slavers, thugs, rapists, and robbers, but who wouldn’t after all the betrayals, backstabbings, extortions, and other horrors he had witnessed? Borsh, Renal, and all their kind had gotten their righteous comeuppance, and Verney and his daughters would soon follow. What did it matter if he enjoyed tormenting the wicked or settling grudges? Any Paladin would probably feel the same!

Why did those words rattle him so much? Asterion was an archdemon; his opinion was the least of Simon’s concerns!

“It doesn’t matter,” Simon mentally replied before keeping orders to his allies out loud. “Belzemine, Eole, keep Cassandra away in case the Minotaur tries anything. Gregory, Grimm, you’ll keep an eye on Vouivre in case she comes down early. Hector, Duchar, come here.”

His allies quickly formed a defensive perimeter around the crystal, with Simon summoning his Crown of the Minotaur from his Inventory. He pressed its empty hole against the Zodiac crystal, and the entire Halls trembled around them in response. Phantom runes flickered around the room for a few seconds, much to everyone’s brief concern, but they vanished almost as soon as they appeared. The Zodiac crystal slipped out of its dead host and into the crown’s slot with a small click. The device warmed up in Simon’s hands, the symbols carved on its surface glowing, yet the device neither shattered nor unleashed a pulse of miasma heralding the archdemon’s escape.

The elven seal had transferred to the crown without issue.

So far so good, Simon thought as he slowly and carefully put the crown on his head. The metal was cold against his skin, the horns heavy, yet it was the crystal that felt the most uncomfortable. It pressed against Simon’s skull like a worm trying to gnaw its way inside an apple, and for a brief second, it seemed it would succeed… only for the Overlord spirit to jealously shove the intruder out.

It would not share a soul. Not now, not ever.


Possession cancelled by Indomitable Crown. 



“We cannot join as one, wicked heart,” he heard Asterion’s voice whispering in his head. “Not so long as you bear a crown beneath this one.”

Unfortunately for the sealed archfiend, that one wouldn’t come off so easily.

“Hector, I’ll need to store you in my Inventory for the time being,” Simon informed his vassal as his hand reached for the cursed helmet, “I might need you for something after we conclude the ritual.”

He doubted the helmet would follow him across time since soul gems didn’t, but… who knew? Maybe it could carry enough information to reconstruct Hector’s personality in the next reign should the ritual go wrong. There had to be a reason why his father invested in this device besides his foolish body-switching plan.

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Hector replied through the fetch’s lips. “I confess, I look forward to a body that does not think.”

“I will find you one,” Simon replied as he stored the helmet in his Inventory. The fetch barely had time to blink at its newfound freedom before a morning star blow to the face killed it in one blow. “Duchar, the potion.”

“Is it wise to run the ritual now, Your Majesty?” Duchar inquired as he pulled out a bottle of dark blue, viscous liquid from beneath his robes. “We could try it in a safer place.”

“It has to be here,” Simon replied as he grabbed the potion and pulled out the cork. “The site of my greatest sin as Overlord.”

Both in this reign and the past ones. This had to count as the third element of the ritual, and if not… if not, Simon had another possibility in mind.

Simon swallowed the liquid whole, the concoction flowing like rancid honey into his gut. It was heavy, more slime than drink, and tasted of rotting meat. A mere taste on his tongue gave him nausea.


Poison and Disease suppressed by Unyielding Essence. 



Another man would have likely killed Duchar on the spot after seeing the notification, but Simon had come to trust the man’s expertise. He powered through the vile taste and the sickness that spread through his entire body. The mixture flowed through his blood and joined with his flesh, seeking to transform it.


Polymorphy suppressed by Unyielding Essence. 



His own Perks fought against the potion, but Simon… Simon still sensed a change. His vision blurred, the shadows lengthening, the angles sharpening. The miasma floating in the air became clearer, heavier, more visible. Simon blinked a few times, yet the effect only increased in intensity.

“What is… what is this?” Asterion whispered in his head, his words echoing inside Simon’s skull and reverberating within his soul. “There is… something wrong with the world… a trap I sense, but cannot see…”

“Your Majesty?” Duchar inquired with a hint of professional concern. Simon could have sworn his features changed for an instant, the bones beneath his skin becoming a tiny bit more visible. “Your Majesty, is it working?”

“Is this what you are looking for, wicked heart?” Asterion whispered, Simon sensing his presence behind his eyes. “The truth?” 

“It is, but…” Simon gulped, his mouth dry and pressure building on his neck as invisible fingers pressed against his throat in a silent warning. He looked at his allies, noticing a faint, nearly imperceptible halo of light around Belzemine. “It stopped midway. We need something… something to push us to the next step.”

“The Abyss calls, yet we remain stuck on the threshold…” Asterion muttered in his head, the demon sounding unnerved. “A beacon… I sense a beacon somewhere…” 

Did he mean the Crimson Throne, or the comet? If it was the second, then–

Then came death.

It arrived with a cold that chilled the soul and smothered the flames of dragonfire, strangled the warmth of molten stone, and silenced all breath. A sea of darkness heralded its coming, drowning out all lights in the Halls and putting an end to all things.


Instadeath negated by Unyielding Essence.



Thump. Thump, thump, thump.

The noise of corpses hitting the floor rang out in the sanctuary as Simon’s entire retinue fell dead in the blink of an eye. Eole, the demons, Duchar, and Cassandra, all were slain, their souls snuffed out in the dark. Only Belzemine survived, her inner light dimming as her expression morphed into a silent expression of pure, deep, and all-consuming terror.

“Here you are,” a sinister and all too familiar voice rattled in the stillness of death. “I have been looking for you.”

Simon’s acidic blood turned to ice in his veins as he saw the hooded figure stepping out of the shadows, clear and sharp in a blurring world. His two visible eyes and Crestone were like three baleful stars shining in a pitch-black night, and malice was his breath.

“Greetings, my descendant.” Elios Magnos raised a lantern carved from the severed, mummified head of Chrom Cruak. “This belongs to you, I presume?”

  

    
        Chapter 134: The Overlord of Crime (18)

    
    
    
    
  Simon knew at that very moment that this reign had come to an end.

His ancestor had written his death sentence with his followers’ corpses, whose souls had been snuffed out in an instant. Part of Simon would have loved to say it got easier as the reigns went on, that the pain diminished with each cycle of time, but it didn’t. The sight of Eole’s and Cassandra’s lifeless bodies on the ground filled him with anguish and hatred, perhaps as much as Elios Magnos’ utter lack of empathy for the life of others.

“You clearly know who I am, so I assume you expected me to clean up your mess somehow,” his ancestor said, a hint of annoyance breaking through his cavernous rattle of a voice. “What could have possibly made you think interrupting my meditation was a good idea?”

Simon tried to take a breath, but he only inhaled dust and cold. Yes, part of him knew such a move was probably bound to backfire, but he had hoped the lich would either stay in his Dungeon or focus on massacring the Cobweb rather than track down his descendant. Simon guessed he had interrogated Chrom Cruak to learn that Simon had become the Overlord and revealed the Scorpion’s location to the crime ring, at which point he put two and two together. Other Overlords might have tried to use him the same way.

It was a lesson he would not forget. Some beasts weren’t worth being roused.

“Truth be told, it was my idea of a prank,” Simon admitted.

“I hope you savored it then, because I will need to give you a sharp lesson about bothering your elders to ensure that you never do it again. Since you still bother with weaklings, I will begin by killing everyone you ever interacted with in front of your eyes…” The ancient lich glanced at Belzemine with cold apathy. “Starting with that pathetic false savior.”

Simon didn’t know what was scarier: the fact that Elios Magnos believed that he could follow through with his threat without a shadow of a doubt, or the idea that he would force his descendant to live through it all. Did he have a way to immobilize Simon in spite of his immunities, keeping him trapped in place as he watched Belzemine, Lauriane, Anna, and so many others perish? Even death would be a mercy by the end of it all.

“There is still time,” Asterion whispered in Simon’s head. “To pull the wool from our eyes.”

Yes, there was. A minute to take the ultimate risk, in order to claim the ultimate prize; an act of such grandiosity only the greatest and most daring of Overlords would dare attempt it. Simon’s index finger reached out to the Minotaur crystal.

“What are you trying to do with that piece of glass stuck on your head?” Elios asked with a hint of curiosity and disdain. “Merge with it?”

“Opening my third eye,” Simon replied bluntly.

“If so, then you are a fool unworthy of your throne. Even if it were possible, this eye of light will only blind you with lies.” Venomous hatred oozed from that last word. “Why use a miasma crystal for–”

“As a beacon,” Simon replied as he cast the dice, “Devour Crestone.”

Time slowed down to a crawl, and then came to a halt after he uttered those words, dust hanging in the air and all movement coming to an end. All of existence held its breath, as if struggling to register what had just happened. The world ceased to blur at the edges in this impossible moment right before the fatal collapse.

And then the serpent bit its own tail as the Overlord consumed a fragment of his own Crestone.

A wave coursed through space and time, rippling across the very fabric of reality. A veritable ocean of miasma poured out of Asterion’s crystal in a cataclysmic flood. It washed away everything in its path, from Belzemine to the Halls of the Minotaur and the Stone Muse alike. All were consumed by darkness, their remains swallowed by hungry shadows… all but Elios Magnos, who raised a purple barrier to protect himself from the chaos.

“An Overlord trying to devour his own Crestone… a serpent eating its own tail,” Elios Magnos mused, his anger now replaced with curiosity. “Not even young Balzam dared to try that…”

And Simon quickly understood why. He could no longer move, his body frozen in a loop. His magic coursed from his finger to his arm, his chest, his head, and then back into the crystal in a cycle without end. The vile sorcery coursed through his veins and nerves, changing them, quickening them, transforming them! More and more miasma poured out of Asterion’s crystal, more than the sea which had cursed the Darkwood, more than what any human evil could unleash.

“Beyond,” he heard Asterion shout in his head, uncaring of the strain his crystal suffered from. “The truth awaits beyond zero and infinity!”

The miasma storm only intensified, splitting the world in half. Elios Magnos divided in front of him, half of him a grinning lich, the other a book of serpent scales bound by human eyes, its page flipping into infinity.

“You wish to open an eye of darkness, not of light,” Elios said, a grim cackle coming from beneath his hood. “How daring… how new.” Runes and phantom words swirled around the lich, giving order and structure to the torrent of miasma. “Do you see them yet? The echoes and the remnants?”

Yes, Simon saw.

He saw himself driving a sword of light through his father’s heart on a battlefield, crushing the flag of Endymion under his Paladin boot. He saw himself embracing a woman he had once called mother when he was a child, and who had lived to see him become a man. He saw himself through a woman who was both a stranger and a sister to him, gazing at his own reflection across time. Memories that never were mixed and blurred with flashes of his morning star bashing in Frea’s skull, of his hand caressing Anna’s cheek and Remedia’s lips, of dragonfire and blinding light!

Too… too much… it was too much all at once…

“Focus,” Elios said sharply, his voice the ruffling sound of pages flipping into infinity. His previous enmity was all but forgotten, replaced with a savant’s eagerness to test out a new theory. “No price is too great for truth and knowledge! Let your curiosity guide you into the darkest places! This is our way!”

“Keep going, child,” Asterion encouraged him, “Into the Abyss we go, into the deepest of chasms!”

And they continued to see, to gaze past his own existence and this reign beyond the veil of time. A night pitch black enough to devour the stars consumed this universe whole, and into the jaws of eternity they fell.

But even there, there were screams.

They fell into a vortex of screaming souls and spirits, of people flickering between life and death, blissful life and eternal damnation. They fell with him into a monstrous spiral of fractured reality. Simon saw flashes and hints of old worlds, of dozens of Frightwalls floating in the void alongside pieces of continental crust and floating seas drifting downward into a vortex of broken physics; all towards a dark point at the very bottom of existence.

Was this… Hell?

“No,” Asterion replied, a hint of fear in his voice. “It’s something else… something crueler…”

“Do you see it now?” Elios Magnos asked, his laughter rising even as the darkness of time consumed him too. “The triumph of our will?!”

The Abyss welcomed them past the spiral and into its bottomless chasm, into the depths of Frightwall where the Crimson Throne welcomed him in its vile embrace, with a new Title to bestow upon his head.


This is the Eighteenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Devious.

The Devious: You have outwitted and outplayed all those who thought they could control you. Other people do not receive System notifications when you cast mind-affecting effects on them. 



But they didn’t stop.

Simon continued to stare into the dark, past the throne, past the veil of time. New memories flowed into his mind, great deeds of evil immortalized into the Abyss, ancient monuments of cruelty carved into the very heart of darkness…

His father’s voice rang out into the darkness, mighty and imperious, his hand raised to the sky for a million eyes to see.

“Bend your knees or lose your heads, for order has finally come to your land! Abandon your delusions of freedom, and surrender your will to House Magnos… for I am the Overlord, and fear is my law!”

A dragon’s roar drowned out his father’s voice, a great winged shadow casting the burning ruins of Marthrone into darkness.

“There is no need to divide this world’s treasures among fools!” the beast thundered, his mouth a volcano. “My existence alone is sufficient! I shall consume all life in this world until all is mine, mine alone! Now and forever, there is only Gargauth!”

And then came that arena, spilled with the blood of the innocent, where an elven child with red hair cried and cowered before a wicked snake oozing shadows and malice.

“Why…” Belzemine whispered in despair. “Why would you do such a horrible thing?”

And the serpent smiled. “Because the thought that someone, somewhere, could live happily and free of fear… is unbearable to me.”

“This…“ Asterion’s voice had grown eerily quiet and filled with dread. “This is a curse…” 

And then Simon saw them, enthroned in the dark.

Once again his soul found himself in that void, floating in front of the Crimson Throne… except there were now three of them, and each had an occupant.

On Simon’s right was the ghost of his father, Balzam Magnos, as terrible and wicked as he had been in life, slouching in the Overlord armor his child had inherited. His outfit looked so similar to that of his son that they could have been mistaken for one another, were it not for the greatsword he had so loved and the pale grey eyes looking down on his son with a mix of parental pride and contempt through the helmet’s slits. Simon knew it was him, the real Third Overlord and not some illusion. No mirage could be so vivid as to perfectly capture that glare.

On his left was a great black dragon that was the spitting image of Vouivre at first glance… except so much larger, so impossibly bigger, that his daughter looked like a child in comparison. The Overlord armor had adapted to his draconic morphology, turning his scales to black steel, his joints into rubies gleaming with hellfire, his face into a horned helmet, and his claws into swords. His golden eyes radiated a seething contempt for all life except his own that not even his children combined could match.

And at the center…

“Welcome, Simon,” the figure said with a melodious voice that was both male and female, with a snakelike hiss mixed in. “I am surprised you can see us.”

At the center sat a living shadow. Their outfit was the most androgynous of the lot, more black robes reddened by all the blood soaking them than an armor outside of the gauntlets and a helmet more akin to a metal, mouthless mask bearing a crown of serpent fangs. A crimson snake lovingly coiled around the figure, but when Simon looked closer, it seemed to flow out from beneath their clothes rather than being a separate entity.

It finally hit Simon why Louis never received a level from killing his father, and why Balzam Magnos hadn’t even considered lichdom or similar forms of undeath. Simon had already suspected the truth when he sensed his father’s presence in the Crimson Throne, but the truth was laid bare right in front of him.

An Overlord’s soul never got off their throne, even in death.

The dragon’s head snapped to behind Simon. “What is this?” Gargauth asked, his voice akin to crackling fire. “An intruder?”

Simon’s soul looked up to see a great miasma shadow floating above him; a great mass of miasma shaped like a winged minotaur of immense size. The crystal between its horns had begun to disintegrate, but its crimson eyes continued to glare at the dead Overlords with malevolence.

Asterion.

Balzam grunted in contempt. “You’ve brought him here, my fool of a son?”

“This is unexpected.” The serpent-bearer—whom Simon had already guessed the identity of—caressed their snake’s head as they spoke. “Greetings, brother. I commend your resilience for reaching us, and your sacrifice in empowering our successor.”

“You…” Asterion’s voice dripped with pure, undiluted, absolute disgust, his eyes glaring at the serpent Overlord with all of his undying hatred. “The sin you and that lich have committed is beyond words, Mardok. You two alone deserve to be called demons.”

“I have no time nor desire to waste words upon you, Asterion,” Mardok replied contemptuously. “The darkness here consumes even shadows like yourself. Ere long, you will bother us no more."

“My existence stretches across infinity!” the Minotaur snarled back, his claw pointing at Mardok. “One of them will see the truth when great Abraxas lifts the veil of our eyes! He will see your prison’s walls and shatter them!”

“And he will fail. This universe only needs one symbol of evil.” Overlord Mardok waved their hand with aristocratic disdain. “Begone from our sight.”

“Simon, you must find me!” Asterion shouted at him, his voice brimming with despair. “You find my rem–”

The void swallowed him whole in an instant, leaving only darkness and silence.

“Do not mind him,” Mardok said, “He and the others had their chance. The Overlord alone deserves to rule, and your turn has come.”

Simon attempted to open his mouth to ask why, how, when… but all of his soul’s questions were silenced by the endless Dark. His voice failed to echo into the Abyss, to his hosts’ confusion.

“Is he broken?” Gargauth asked, as if Simon were an object. “He is mute.”

“It’s too soon,” Balzam replied coldly. “He hasn’t even managed to kill his own siblings as I instructed him to… and no, Thalas does not count. He was a lesson in abstinence.”

“I do not think he will be able to see us again for a very long time, either. To awaken as a Dark Visionary is one thing, to master the gift is another.” Mardok shifted on their throne. “Listen carefully, Overlord Simon.”

Simon stared up at the ancient evil, the First Overlord and creator of the Crimson Throne.

“A Dark Visionary like you should be able to enslave and corrupt Eidolons now, and interact with the reigns in ways none of us could have before you,” Mardok explained calmly, their serpent staring at Gargauth. “Find our successor’s hoard and Abyssal Chronicle. Overlord Gargauth studied those subjects extensively. You should find wise advice on your path to power.”

Gargauth saw red, his fangs—each taller and thicker than any man—on full display. “Don’t you dare, you vermin,” he roared with eyes gleaming with burning greed. “It is mine, mine, mine! Not yours, not my spawn’s, mine!”

“As you can see, death has not improved Overlord Gargauth’s disposition,” Mardok mused as they clasped their hands. “The new reign is about to begin. What Title shall we bestow upon our successor?”

“The Wasteful,” Gargauth said immediately. “A waste of a reign.”

“The Devourer,” Balzam replied, his eyes full of contempt. “My bastard is too bold by half not to try devouring another crystal, and another might succeed where the bull failed. Losing two reigns on this ritual was already enough of a blow.”

“My vote goes to the Devourer as well.” Mardok nodded to themselves. “Two against one.”

Their ‘agreement’ manifested in the form of a notification, right in front of Simon’s eyes.


This is the Nineteenth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Devourer.

The Devourer: Your inner darkness devours even the stars. Devouring a Zodiac Crystal will no longer destabilize your Class, though doing so while their constellation shines in the sky will grant you a shard of their power. 



A vote.

There was something darkly ironic about the fact that the past Overlords, living embodiments of absolute despotism, decided on their successor’s Titles through a majority vote.

Even then, the benefit felt like a twisted joke; another encouragement to risk his life against the Zodiac Fiends at full power for another morsel of strength. Simon wondered which of those three, undying bastards had sponsored each of his previous Titles.

They see everything, Simon realized. That was why he had seen parts of his predecessors when the Mana Sword struck him. They’re always with me, every cursed step of the way, the audience of my life. 

“The time has come for us to bid you goodbye, Overlord Simon. I foresee we will meet again many reigns from now, once your gifts have sharpened.” Mardok stroked their metal mask. “By the way, about what I did to Belzemine… please tell her…” Their serpent flashed a ghastly, malicious grin. “That I would give everything to do it all over again.”

“I still can’t believe you weren’t man enough to kill that elf off yet,” Balzam Magnos told his son before imparting one final piece of fatherly advice. “Have at least the decency of raping her once. It will yield more experience, and she will thank you for it. I know, I checked.”

Gargauth’s farewell was the curtest. “I hope my spawn eats you alive again.”

The march of time wrenched Simon’s soul out of the Abyss, and returned him to the past. He awoke again in his bed, back in Frightwall. The rush of experience from becoming a Dark Visionary, and the pleasure that followed, didn’t even begin to make up for the skull-splitting pain he suffered from.


Level 60 Overlord Perk: Miasmic Archmage VI (Passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier VI, but only those fueled by miasma.



Simon forced himself to his feet, still holding his head and struggling against the nausea. He had no third eye in the middle of his face, none that the naked eye could see at least… but when he put his Overlord armor on, he immediately noticed a slight change in the helmet: a tiny black crystal in the middle of his crown, right in the middle of the forehead. An onyx stone of an eye growing from his raw miasma.

What other truths would it reveal over time? Simon didn’t particularly notice a sharper sight when it came to mana in the air, but as Elios Magnos said, a Dark Visionary was something unheard of. Simon had no predecessor who could show him the path, no way to fully understand his new gifts except through research and experimentation.

And he had so much to process beyond that… the Cobweb’s true nature, the fact his cursed father and his fellow Overlords were still around, even as ghosts stuck on their thrones, and more than that… whatever truth about the reigns had horrified an archdemon enough to condemn his own brethren.

“This… This is a curse…” Asterion had said, before encouraging Simon to find him again. “One of them will see the truth when great Abraxas lifts the veil of our eyes! He will see your prison’s walls and shatter them!”

Did he suggest his newest incarnation would either remember past reigns or understand their nature once brought to full power during the Zodiac Parade? Was it worth confronting the Minotaur then, in spite of the risks?

And if the reigns were all a curse, then who was its victim?

Simon, or everyone else?

End of Act I

  

    
        Chapter 135: Vouivre Delenda Est (1)

    
    
    
    
  Simon slept for two more hours before his sister woke him up. 

“Put on your pants and come with me, we don’t have much time,” Lauriane ordered as she shook him from under his blankets, only to pause. “Simon, are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” he lied, his feeble voice betraying him. He turned in his bed and blinked, his eyelids heavier than usual. There was something… something odd about his sister, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“You are not.” Lauriane immediately put on her Alchemist outfit and checked on him. “You are pale and sick.”

“I just… I didn’t sleep well.” Which wasn’t a lie. He had struggled with nausea, fatigue, and drowsiness since the reign began, and collapsed right into his bed rather than fight it. “I had a nightmare about our father’s death.”

“I’m afraid it is no longer a dream.” Lauriane examined him for a moment, then pulled out a medicinal concoction from her outfit’s bandoliers and placed it on his bedside table. “Take this and come with me as soon as you can walk. The entire family must gather in our father’s chambers.”

“I’ll come soon…” Simon promised, even as his headache worsened. Lauriane clearly debated between staying at his side and leaving, before duty compelled her to exit his room. His hand reached out for the potion, and though it tasted sweet, it did little to alleviate the chills coursing through his body.

Not that he expected it to work. Simon had already cast Cleanse, Megaheal, and every other spell he knew with a chance of lifting whatever sickness had taken root in him. All of them had failed, which led him to draw a very simple conclusion. 

It wasn’t his body that was wounded, but his soul. 

And why wouldn’t it be? Simon had opened up a metaphorical third eye in his spirit. He needed time for his essence to adapt to the new change, even across reigns. The fact that the pain seemed to radiate from his forehead at least pointed that way. He could tell he needed a rest period of some kind to recover from the Dark Visionary ritual. To take it easy for however long his essence required to adapt. 

The… the Academy, Simon decided. Those reigns were mostly peaceful at the start, and it would let him keep an eye on Anna. Make sure the Cobweb couldn’t get to her, and find out why they wanted her. And… it would let me get to Vouivre. 

Simon wasn’t particularly keen on taking advice from Mardok the Bloodthirsty after all the horrible things the archdemon had done—least of all to Belzemine—but if there was any truth to their words that Gargauth had researched Eidolons and Dark Visionaries, then it might provide a lead towards refining his power. He still had little idea what it could do. 

Did Hector come back too? Simon wondered as he opened up his Inventory, only to find it utterly empty. His helmet had probably remained stuck in a previous reign, especially since the ritual burned through two of them. Alone again… unless Asterion somehow remembered. I should visit Magvolia again when I’m feeling better. 

At least consuming the crystal hadn’t wasted a Devour Crestone slot. Simon still had two of those left to fill. It might be a good idea to use this reign to find out which one was the worthiest of being assimilated. 

With little time to waste, Simon summoned the Keeper and edited the will to put a new name forward. He disliked leaving Casval alive, but the dragon remained Simon’s easiest way into Vouivre’s inner circle and his new scapegoat deserved all the pain he would get. He would probably leave Belzemine behind for the time being to delay the civil war. The edited will would also include slaves as usual, to ensure a repeat of the reign where he first joined her in Telluria. 

“So you don’t know about the Overlord souls inside the Crimson Throne… even though you are its keeper?” Simon groaned in both annoyance and pain from his headache. “What use are you?”

“Your Dark Majesty’s predecessors mostly used me to announce their decisions and decrees to the population,” the Keeper replied without emotion. Its presence felt… heavier than before, somehow, though that might have been Simon’s soul sickness affecting his perception. 

“Their decrees…” Simon coughed. “Can you utter Edicts on an Overlord’s behalf?”

“It is within my purview, yes. His Majesty Mardok preferred Frightwall shrouded in darkness.”

Interesting… Simon briefly considered having the Keeper utter an Edict here to test it out, before deciding against it for now. Everyone would be informed of the curse and its exit clause, on top of the magic extending to his secondary Dungeon and thus giving its location away. He had nothing to gain from casting the Edict of Endless Night, so it would wait for a reign when he didn’t need to stay discreet. 

He would just focus on harming his foes instead. 

Simon forced himself to walk to his father’s chambers—fighting against his soul weakness along the way—and quickly noticed something wrong with many of the people present. A slight… he couldn’t call it aura, not exactly, but a near-imperceptible shroud hovered over all the Magnos siblings, from Thalas to Louis and Lauriane. The same darkness seemed to surround Mastemo, Shabram, and the generals present. 

Could this be a Darkblood's aura? Simon wondered. All the Magnos siblings had the potential due to their father, Mastemo was a Zodiac host, and Shabram’s shifter heritage meant she had some trace of the Dark woven in her ancestry. 

By contrast, Simon also spotted a faint halo of light around Euphemia and Belzemine, though the latter was far brighter than the former. Was it a hint to whatever destiny Mardok deprived her of? Or a hidden ability of hers? She did empower the Mana Sword merely by touching it. 

“Please tell her… That I would give everything to do it all over again.”

Mardok’s words echoed in Simon’s head, and a wave of disgust washed over him when he saw Belzemine’s lifeless expression. She was Mardok’s trophy, a monument to the first Overlord’s cruelty. Just the fact that he knew the bastard was somehow observing them through the Crimson Throne filled him with revulsion. 

I’ve changed my mind, I’ll claim her as my slave this time too, Simon thought. We both need a break from this cursed place, and she’s the empire’s best healer. She should help me recover from… whatever’s happening to me. I can temporarily send her back to Frightwall in a few weeks to delay the attack.

Either way, it was with great pleasure that Simon watched the Keeper call the hounds on one of his most hated foes.

“I do hereby bequeath my Class, throne, and titles to my best and most wicked agent,” the Keeper read to the imperial court, “Count Thomas Verney of Lore, secret master of the Cobweb, Prince of Spiders, and traitor to the White Unicorn.”

Silk called the Prince the Overlord of the underworld, Simon thought as the audience erupted into whispers and gasps. Let’s put that boast to the test.

Simon had briefly entertained the idea of going after Silk to take her Rogue Crestone to consume whatever Perk let her slip past anti-teleportation wards, but he was so tired he doubted he could even catch her in his current state. He was better off focusing on Verney and screwing the Cobweb over by framing him.

Besides the fact that the distance meant the War and Church Party would waste valuable time investigating the lead, Patriate Malphas was in the room and he would immediately report this to the Oracle, which meant the White Unicorn would most likely investigate Verney and hopefully notice the aura of Dark he reeked of. Simon had no doubt the bastard had prepared dozens of hideouts to crawl into for such a scenario, but it would greatly impair his plots. Investigations might even uncover his connection to the Zodiac Fiends and ensure the Paladin finally did his job against the right target. 

No secret conspiracy could survive scrutiny for long.

Either way, it was worth the try to see how the factions adapted to this scenario. Simon paid close attention to everyone’s reactions. Most whispered about the Cobweb, either because they had heard of the organization only in rumors or never knew of its existence. But Louis…

Louis laughed.

It was brief, and more of a dry chuckle than actual laughter, but it was such a rare sound that many eyes turned in his direction. Simon himself had never heard it before, and he somehow found it rather unnerving. 

“You find this funny, brother?” Lauriane asked him, sounding a little spooked herself.

“My apologies,” Louis replied, a faint smirk on his face. “Our father was such a petty little man.”

“Count Verney?” Euphemia glared at Louis. “Did you not kill him in Magvolia?”

“I did, Your Grace, but clearly I ought to have been more thorough. My father never forgave me for the blunder, and this must have been his way to chastise me for not correcting it.” Louis pondered this information for a moment before nodding to himself. “Shall we discuss this more in private?”

Huh? Simon frowned in slight surprise as Euphemia nodded after a moment’s hesitation. That was odd. Louis usually stormed out of the room to hunt down the Laurent Linconnus or Casvals of the world. Did the fact that the Class went to a Lorean noble cause them to be more suspicious? 

He wondered if they would come to a truce of some kind until they could learn more. Simon would ensure Shabram knew everything about how the Attic worked and the identity of the Cobweb’s Weavers, to encourage the hunt and ensure the coalition that killed him in Cocagne wouldn’t materialize. Verney, being a deceitful demon whose plans and existence relied on secrecy, ought to cause everyone encountering him to disbelieve his words. 

This ought to be an interesting experiment.



Simon spent the week prior to his departure to the Academy alternating between sleeping and brief bursts of activity. 

On one hand, his current soul sickness didn’t prevent him from applying Devil Brands or disrupted his Overlord Perks; on the other hand, all of his stats were weakened, even with the Class outfit on, and draining cows didn’t even begin to alleviate that pervading feeling of weakness. 

At least it seemed to get slightly better as time went on, and a worried Lauriane gave him a full casket of remedies to recover with during his trip to Telluria. She never failed to remind Simon why she remained his favorite sibling. His current condition also convinced her and Louis to let him claim Belzemine as his slave for treatment, though she could do little even after he privately revealed his true identity and branded her. 

“A soul wound?” Belzemine frowned. “Such injuries are rare, Your Majesty, but not unheard of. They are usually the result of prolonged demonic possession or assault by dangerous undead.”

Simon guessed that all the quality time he spent plummeting into the Abyss with Asterion had to come with a caveat. “Is there any way to accelerate the recovery process?”

“Your Majesty’s immunity to mind-affecting effects will interfere with my soul-healing spells,” Belzemine replied, to Simon’s annoyance. “The only treatment I can advise would be rest, meditation, and memory stimulation.”

“Memory stimulation?” Simon replied with a frown, until he caught on. “Ah, I see… Memories and emotions are the fuel of the soul.”

“Much like positive memories and experiences help an individual break out of depressive episodes, forming positive memories usually improves recovery rates for victims of demonic possession,” Belzemine replied with a dead expression. “I could play board games with Your Majesty, or offer you my flesh to use as you see fit.”

Simon suppressed a scowl of disgust as he remembered his father’s ‘advice.’ “We’ll… we’ll stick to board games.”

Playing some Board & Conquest helped with mental stimulation, and Simon eventually recovered enough to meet with Eole, which swiftly confirmed his suspicions when he saw the sinister aura around her; his Dark Visionary third eye let him detect potential Zodiac Fiend hosts. He told her much about the fact that the Cobweb and Vouivre knew about her people’s Sanctuary, about his visions, and what could be done.

“A… a nation for shifters?” Eole bit her lip in disbelief. “You say Vouivre would let us self-govern if I… if I used my voice and gave her the archfiend?”

“It is one of the futures I’ve seen, among others,” Simon replied. “I currently plan to travel to Telluria and infiltrate Vouivre’s inner circle to put her down for good down the line. You are welcome to join me in this endeavor, if you wish to.”

“I…” Eole gulped and considered his words for a moment, before shaking her head. “No. No.” She clenched her fists. “I am sorry, but… I cannot use my voice against my people. Not after what we kish put them through in ancient times. I cannot repeat our sin.”

You can. You just haven’t had the time to accept it yet. Not that her answer surprised Simon all that much. She didn’t have a reign’s worth of confronting her weakness and hardening her resolve to learn how to compromise. Considering the anguish it put her through, perhaps this is a blessing in disguise…

“I will not force you to cooperate,” Simon replied. Especially not after what they experienced together in the previous reign. “There may be a way to protect your Sanctuary from attack. A woman called Alcyone should have landed on one of its islands through an airship. She is both the current Adventurer and friends with a certain Necromancer of great power. She could help.”

“How? If Vouivre needs a kish to open the palace’s vault–” 

“There are other ways.” As in, other ways to find a kish and open those doors thanks to a certain Devil Brand. “I will likely need to give her the archfiend crystal to ensure her defeat down the line.”

Eole’s expression darkened. “Which means my people will suffer.”

“Yes… but less than what they will endure in other futures I have seen.” Simon let out a sigh. “I’m sorry, Eole, but I cannot foresee a perfect ending. Some people will suffer no matter what we do.” 

Eole might be somewhat naive, but not enough to deny that harsh truth. She pondered his words for a very, very long time, her expression torn with doubt. 

“I… I will return home, to my people’s Sanctuary,” Eole eventually decided. “I must warn them, and meet this Alcyone.” She took a deep breath, her body stirring with renewed purpose once again. “But I will come back to free Telluria and destroy that dragon one day.”

Simon accepted her promise with a nod. “I look forward to it.”

“Then accept this, as part of our covenant and proof of my resolve,” she said, offering him one of her feathers once more. “Keep this with you and return it to me when my oath is fulfilled. So long as you hold it, I will find my way to you.”

Simon accepted the gift with solemnity. Although they had walked this dance more than once, he could tell this time was different. She hadn’t given it to him in friendship, but as a promise that she would come back to free Telluria one day, whether Simon was there to help her or not. 

Eole then flew out of his window, back to her home. Seeing her leave after they spent an entire reign together filled Simon with both anguish and relief. 

He would dirty his hands for both of them this time. 



For the first time in many reigns, Simon finally departed Frightwall for the Imperial Academy; something he both looked forward to and dreaded. 

Shabram kept him informed of the High Council’s political deliberations, and to his slight surprise, naming Verney had caused the War and the Church Party to agree on… well, he wouldn’t call it a truce, not truly, but a period of cooperation when it came to investigating the Cobweb. The evidence Shabram provided on the Attic’s existence and the fact that Verney was a Lorean noble formerly affiliated with the White Unicorn seemed to have caused the various factions to tighten their ranks against an outside threat rather than enter a race. 

In short, they reacted the way Lauriane had hoped they would when confronted with the elven conspiracy. Simon would ensure they discovered that one too. Perhaps it would finally open a path to avoiding that pointless civil war. 

Otherwise, none of his other retainers showed an aura of any kind. Not Leonard, not Meredith, not even Lorimor. That last part bothered Simon a bit. His son was eligible to serve as a demon host for Asterion, so there had to be a demon somewhere in the ancestry. Why would his father lack this potential? 

Simon guessed this meant young Benjamin’s heritage came from his mother, Odette Kano, rather than his sire. He wasn’t sure yet what to make of that information. That woman still remained an asset thanks to her authority over Whispermire—and thus the Darkwood—alongside her control over her secret manalith mine, but he hadn’t considered how to cultivate her potential beyond her use as a replacement for Patriate. 

Simon should take some time to consider that more during this reign. He hadn’t forgotten how Asterion promised to interfere with the reigns once Abraxas empowered him, so he had Shabram send agents to monitor the region for any sign of unusual development. He might arrange a trip there later to check on the Stone Muse and Asterion. 

Come to think of it, now that I know how to extract the crystal and the seal along with it, I can free the Muse anytime I want, he pondered during the airship trip. I could check whether she remains corrupted or recovers from her possession, maybe even recruit her by trading her freedom for Devil Brands.

So many options had opened up to him, and Simon felt too tired to tackle even half of them. He had recovered enough that he only needed twelve hours of sleep a day rather than eighteen, but even those moments gave him little rest. He kept having dreams similar to the ones of his father’s death, except these were jumbled and formless. Simon had nightmares of screaming faces and burning hellfire, of dark voids consuming all lights in the sky, of drowning in his father’s blood, yet he could only remember vague details of each of them. Justine had warned him Dark Visionary dreams would focus on violence, and that was true; a pity it was all senseless. 

Maybe he should have gone to the Eligos instead. She was the second-highest authority on the subject, and more available than a dead Overlord’s library.

For now, Simon settled on visiting Duchar’s house on arrival, taking the opportunity to reveal his identity to his retainers as the Overlord and branding them as he had done so many times before. The dark aura around Cassandra was particularly potent, likely because she was half-demon rather than a distant descendant of one. Her father, by contrast, didn’t really have the gift in spite of his experience with the dark arts.

Simon also asked Duchar if he had any insight to provide about his condition, but his advice was more or less the same as Belzemine’s. 

“I have found through experimentation that the emotion of ‘joy’ stimulates the soul more than anger and sorrow, so my advice to Your Majesty will hold in two words: have fun,” Duchar replied with such a neutral tone that Simon found the contrast between it and his words almost comical. 

“The academy ought to serve that purpose well enough,” Leonard commented with a smile. “My sister and Lady Anna will be attending this year.”

That’s what bothers me, Simon thought as he nodded slightly. He couldn’t exactly avoid them forever. “I will keep that in mind,” he said before turning to Lorimor. “I have a task for you.”

The man immediately fell to his knees, which neatly reminded Simon why he had mostly disdained his company in recent reigns. “My life is yours to dispose of as you see fit, oh Lord of Dark.”

“Then I require your service as a Scholar.” Mostly because I can no longer use that Class myself. “You are to investigate and find me a creature in Telluria that has both the Humanoid and Avian typing combination usually reserved for the kish. It doesn’t matter if it is a shifter or monster, but I must capture a living specimen.”

Eole had taught him the song used to open the path to the Two-Tailed Fish, but it required a kish singer to open. Simon’s Brand of Envy should allow the wielder to turn into one so long as they possessed that particular typing combination, so it was imperative that they find a candidate within the month. 

“As for you, Duchar, I will ask a question of you.” Simon gathered as much miasma in his hand as his current sickness would allow, darkness swirling around his fingers. “What Tier VI spells can you teach me?”

  

    
        Chapter 136: Vouivre Delenda Est (2)

    
    
    
    
  As a level fifty Warlock with a quicker spellcasting progression than the Overlord Class, Duchar knew quite a few Tier VI spells. 

“While I would advise against practical training during Your Majesty’s recovery period, here is a copy of my personal spellbook for you to study until then,” Duchar explained as he handed Simon a small journal. “Please familiarize yourself with its contents during the next few days and choose the ones you would like to focus on after you have fully rested.”

Simon nodded and browsed the spellbook. Duchar had once saddled Cassandra with the duty of teaching him spells, but now that Simon could cast spells of the same maximum tier as him, he was now more than happy to take on that duty. Simon’s promise to help transfer Hector’s soul into a new body had no doubt improved his disposition towards him as well. 

He had quite a few miasma enchantments to teach Simon: Death X, an instadeath, single-target spell that could kill anyone 10 levels below the caster; Putrefy, which he used to rot Antonine de Shax to death in a previous reign; and Gigatox, an improved version of his already potent Megatox spell. His spellbook also contained mana spells like Recall—which worked as the basis of teleportation gems—or the ever useful Dispel—used to strip a target of buffs and debuffs—both of which Simon could adapt to use miasma. 

The most potent and versatile tool he could offer, however, was the Demonbinding conjuration spell; something Simon had been looking forward to for quite some time. 

“I would like to master Demonbinding first,” Simon informed his tutor. 

“This spell allows the caster to summon forth demonic creatures of the Abyss into a binding circle,” Duchar explained. “While it cannot summon more potent entities like archfiends, all lesser and medium entities in the extraplanar bestiary can be targeted, such as imps, furies, succubi, legions, grotesqueries, watchers...”

Simon wondered if this spell was how he had met Cassandra’s mother, but wisely kept that thought to himself. “Is there a way to call a specific entity?”

“Using an extraplanar creature’s true name allows the caster to summon that individual being and grants some advantages in the following negotiations,” Duchar confirmed. “The spell otherwise will summon a random specimen of that demon’s category. Be mindful that the target can ignore or refuse the summon too, and that only a fool calls up what he cannot put down. Not all demons are eager to be trapped in a circle and forced to bargain with a summoner.”

Simon resolved to test the spell further when he had recovered enough strength to overpower whatever he called. He was confident Unquestionable Ruler would help with negotiations, but Duchar was right, bargaining with demons was always fraught with peril.  

“If I may ask, Your Majesty… how did you reach such a high level in such a short amount of time?” Duchar inquired suspiciously. “Being capable of learning Tier VI spells would put you at least at my level, assuming the Overlord Class functions like spellcasting ones.”

“The Overlord has a secret Heir Vassal Class,” Simon lied, using the same excuse he used for the Cobweb. “I’ve been secretly shoring up experience for years until I could inherit the Crimson Throne.”

“I see…” Duchar stroked his beard, and then nodded slightly without asking any further questions. “Interesting.”

He believes I murdered my father, and that he shouldn't push further. Simon had spent enough time in the old Warlock’s company to read his facial cues and guess his true thoughts. The only things stronger than Duchar’s curiosity were his caution and love for his family. He doesn’t want trouble or to jeopardize his son’s recovery. 

Simon was starting to wonder if he shouldn’t just claim he had committed patricide from now on. His excuses were growing flimsier and more unbelievable the more he grew in power, and he had the nagging suspicion his other retainers had assumptions of their own. 

Known father-killers had few friends though, even if said father was Balzam Magnos. 

After leaving Duchar, Cassandra, and Lorimor to their studies, Simon returned to the Academy with his other retainers. He gathered his breath when he reached out for his bedroom’s doorknob, knowing who would await him on the other side.

As he had expected, Anna was having tea with Tiella, as she always did… alongside two unexpected figures. Simon had already met with Lady Isabelle Barbatos before, so her presence here wasn’t too surprising, but the Magnos sitting next to her wasn’t her fiancé.  

“Welcome, brother,” Dassein greeted him with a wide, warm smile. Even though he had swapped out his armor for a red, manticore-embroidered mantle, the Rider remained an imposing presence towering over all other guests. “How was your flight?”

“Dassein?” Now this took Simon slightly aback. This never happened before. “What are you doing here?”

Dassein chuckled, as if that was a stupid question. “Greeting my younger brother on his first day of school, what else?”

“And making up for constantly standing me up a dozen times,” Anna quipped, her laughter both comforting and unsettling to Simon. “I should chastise you for keeping us waiting for so long too. What punishment does he deserve, Tiella?”

“Maybe we should listen to his excuse first,” Tiella suggested. Simon could have sworn they already had this conversation.

“Right, that. What do you have to say in your defense, Simon?”

“I was sick,” Simon replied naturally. He thought seeing them again would hurt more, but he had time to process his feelings and anguish over the past few reigns. He had grown used to seeing people forget him by now, even old friends and lovers. “Still am.”

“Mmm… I can see that, so I’ll forgive you.” Anna crossed her arms. “You’re not contagious, are you? I wouldn’t want Isabelle and Tiella to catch something.”

“I am more solid than I look, Anna,” Isabelle replied with a faint smile, before she assessed Simon. “You look mana-deprieved, Prince Simon. Did you exhaust yourself casting spells?”

“No, I just had a nightmare and woke up like this,” Simon replied, though he was slightly impressed she got so close to the truth with a mere look. He had only heard rumors about Isabelle Barbatos’ proficiency in spellcasting, but had never really looked into her background all that deeply before. “Lady Firewand believes it might have been a failed attempt at demonic possession in Frightwall.”

“Seriously?” Dassein stared at him with concern. “I’ll have a chat with Louis and Lauriane about this. Our arcanists and priests must be slacking on the job.” 

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Tiella asked shyly.

“I’m told I should simply rest and…” Simon scoffed. “Have fun.”

Anna grinned wickedly. “Then you’ve come to the right place! I’ll register you for all the best classes, you’ll love them.”

“Sure.” Simon frowned as he picked something in Anna’s aura. “Mmm…”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe me?”

No, there’s just a halo of light around you. It wasn’t nearly as bright as Belzemine’s, but it more than matched Euphemia’s own radiance in spite of Anna’s lack of a third eye. She nonetheless bore the shroud of the Darkblood too, which surprised Simon. Did Maublanc’s ancestors fool around with a demon too? Or did his and Father’s blood pact stain his soul?

Either way, Anna was both a Darkblood and… something else. Something that belonged to the Light, even though she lacked the third eye, and which had no doubt caught Verney’s interest. Simon recalled that Anna always picked Divine Mysteries as a course in spite of not being too religious either. Did it have something to do with that?

And of course, Dassein showed the same Darkblood potential as all of his siblings. Simon would need to check all of his family’s birth signs to ensure they never crossed paths with their associated Zodiac Fiend across the reigns. 

“Surprise me,” Simon dared her, right before the door opened again behind him. As expected, Thalas walked into the room like he owned the place with Antonine de Shax in tow. 

“Anna, Dassein,” Thalas said without sparing Simon a glance, his Darkblood faint yet noticeable. “Don’t you have better things to do than hang out with our father’s mistake?”

Thalas is here, but Louis didn’t recall his fiancée to the capital, Simon noted. Odd. Does it mean Louis doesn’t feel threatened by the Church Party this time around? 

“What are you doing here, Thalas?” Anna asked with slight surprise.

“I’m attending this year.” Thalas gave Simon a baleful glare. “And you better stay out of my way.”

“That’s uncalled for, brother,” Dassein scolded Thalas with a frown. “Simon’s mother may not have been of noble blood, but he’s your sibling still. You should try to get along with him.”

Unlikely, Simon thought as he studied Thalas, which caused him to sneer in disdain. “Why are you looking at me like that, bastard?”

Our father said you were a lesson in abstinence. Remembering those words left Simon with conflicting feelings. On one hand, he hadn’t forgotten the years of bullying he endured from his half-brother, nor gained any respect for him across the reigns; on the other hand, he had learned their father more or less set him up to be murdered by his more competent siblings, and he had been willing to fight at Simon’s side in Cocagne for Norbelle’s sake. I don’t know whether I should despise or pity him. 

“Nothing,” Simon replied evasively, which caused Anna to frown at him. “Doesn’t matter.”

Maybe he should listen to Dassein and try to get along with his family for once. That would spite his loathsome voyeur of a father fiercely. 

—--

And so Simon began attending another semester of the Imperial Military Academy.

Things were both ungodly familiar and slightly different this time around. For the first time in nearly twenty reigns, Dassein actually gave the introduction speech. His words were a lot more energetic than the headmaster's, with Dassein both warning new students of the challenges they would have to tackle—the empire’s extension into Telluria, the threat of the White Unicorn abroad, a slight increase in monster attacks—and professing his faith in them to carry on the older generation’s torch. 

Elaine Malphas was otherwise absent, which indicated she would only attend the Academy in the scenario where Simon both claimed Belzemine and caused Louis to visit it. It would appear only the crown-prince’s presence in Telluria would motivate the Oracle’s agents to move there; that, or the news about Verney had caused Patriate to adapt his plans. Dassein’s greater involvement in the Academy’s affairs also suggested that naming a Lorean count as Overlord didn’t add to his workload in Telluria, since he didn’t have to look for Casval or a mysterious Laurent Linconnu. 

Interesting how small changes snowball down the line… Simon thought. Let’s see how things develop before I hit the Frightwall attack deadline. I can always send Belzemine back a few days earlier to cancel the bombardment. 

Simon picked courses like Tribal Studies, Magical Theory—Isabelle would apparently attend those too—and Divine Mysteries to keep an eye on Anna. He also added Monster Anatomy to the list to learn more about demons, dragons, and other creatures he might encounter in the future. 

He also compared his family’s birthdates to learn their Zodiac signs. Louis was a Lion, which he had already guessed from the Cocagne debacle; Dassein belonged to the Ram, Thalas to the Archer, Lauriane to the Crab, and Norbelle to the Scorpion. He also checked Shabram’s sign and confirmed she was born under the auspices of the Twins. 

And Anna…

Anna belonged to the Maiden sign. 

That can’t be a coincidence, Simon thought as Mr. Adrissant arrived for their Tribal Studies lesson. The Maiden was one of the few Zodiac Fiends whose location Simon had yet to identify, and one that the likes of Asterion and Elios Magnos himself had deemed more important than the rest. Did Verney kidnap her because she could become its host? Is it connected to her inner light and ‘divine power’? 

He sensed a familiar presence nearby and looked up to find Casval pointing at the nearby seat right on time. “Can I sit here?”

“Sure,” Simon said. He couldn’t help but smile upon remembering how he had slain him in Cocagne, and looked forward to doing it again. 

“Thank you,” Casval replied upon returning his smile the same way a mockingbird would mimic another bird’s cry. His soullessness reminded Simon of the Cobweb’s fetches, and not in a pleasant way. 

Simon wasn’t too worried about the dragon for now. Anna’s drinking game only took place over a month into the reign, after the aborted attack on Frightwall. This should give Simon a few weeks to recover from his Dark Visionary transformation without fear of Casval killing his former lover or starting a mess. 

In the meantime, he would cultivate that connection to reach Vouivre. 

Simon quickly got bored with listening to Mr. Adrissant’s lecture for the fifth or sixth time—he had lost count by now—and raised his hand when a certain subject came about. 

“Mr. Adrissant,” Simon asked upon raising his hand, “You say that academics aren’t sure where dragons come from, but you say all life on this world derives from the manatrees. How do academics reconcile that paradox?”

“I said that all natural life derives from the manatrees, since extraplanar lifeforms like demons have no ecological niche to speak of,” the teacher corrected him. “But you are right dragons and their derivatives are something of an enigma. The first major theory about their origins is that they started out as extradimensional monsters accidentally summoned to our world in ancient times by elven archmages, which lines up with records of draconic entities having been called from other planes before. The second possibility considered by academics is that they originate from a ‘secondary’ branch of life that split from the manatrees during Brimir’s primordial days, only to be supplanted.”

Casval looked rather annoyed and quickly spoke up. “Yet dragons can adapt to anything.”

“True,” Mr. Adrissant concurred. “Unborn dragons undergo significant mutations when in the egg depending on their environment. Leviathans, for example, started out as dragons whose eggs hatched underwater and thus developed fish-like characteristics; and scalefolk adapted humanoid characteristics in order to lure in human or elven prey. Monster researchers have often called these beasts perfect predators.”

The teacher glanced at his students and sighed upon seeing that most of them didn’t appear to take the threat seriously.  

“Let me make this clear to all,” Mr. Adrissant said sternly. “For every song of a brave dragonslayer killing one of those beasts, there are thousands of reports of foolish adventurers being burned or devoured alive. There are five creatures in this world you’ll be allowed to run away on sight from without a direct order from your superior, and dragons are one of them for a damn good reason. They’re not slightly bigger than average wyverns, but intelligent killing machines with enough strength to shatter castle walls, innate spellcasting abilities, and a breath weapon packing more firepower than an airship’s artillery. A single adult can lay waste to a town on its own. You see one? You sound the alarm and you retreat.”

“If they adapt so well to anything, why haven’t they conquered the world?” one of the students inquired nonchalantly. 

“Two factors,” Mr. Adrissant replied calmly. “The first is that all dragons are solitary predators at their core. They have no society or civilization outside of cults, villages, or minions pressed into servitude, and they do not cooperate outside of mating seasons or extremely small family units. A lone dragon may be extremely powerful, but other Tribes have hunted dangerous monsters to extinction through superior numbers and organization.”

The rise in Class users mustn’t have helped, nor infighting, Simon thought. Gargauth himself had likely killed more dragons during his purge than all human dragonslayers combined. 

“The second reason is that they are victims of their own success,” Mr. Adrissant said. “Dragons are apex predators that continuously grow as they age. Since they require ever increasing sustenance and eventually depopulate their own territory, they have developed a lifecycle where they periodically hibernate for decades or centuries until the area recovers. It is estimated that nine dragons out of ten are actually sleeping at any given time, to everyone’s relief.”

Simon subtly studied Casval’s reaction to this. The dragon’s displeasure was written all over his human face, and he was clearly holding back the urge to speak up again. His draconic pride clashed with the need to keep a low profile. Simon redirected the conversation to the Kish Empire to ensure Casval would speak with him after class, and then pretended to listen through the lecture. 

“Mr. Adrissant is wrong, by the way,” Casval told him once the course concluded. “The first dragon came from the stars.”

Simon’s head snapped at him in genuine surprise. “What did you say?”

“It flew from distant stars and crashed onto what is now Scaland, beneath which it is now entombed to this day,” Casval replied before adding, almost as an afterthought. “Or so a scalefolk told me once.”

“Wait, you say they are not native to this world?” Simon had never heard of this in any of the dragon documentation he had browsed so far. “They are entirely unrelated to the manatrees and the Worldsoul?”

“Yes. Dragons do have souls that produce mana, but they don’t work like those of lesser Tribes.” Casval’s smile now felt almost natural. “Do dragons interest you?”

“They do,” Simon admitted, though not for the reasons Casval imagined. Still, the young dragon appeared rather flattered by his curiosity. “I find them fascinating.”

“Me too,” Casval said with a pleased smile. “They are superior creatures that combine strength, intelligence, and beauty in a perfectly proportioned scaled form.”

More like unbearably arrogant monsters in love with themselves. Sensing an opportunity, Simon quickly prodded Casval’s ego to fish for information. “I agree. It’s amazing how they seem to never run out of mana.”

“It’s because they don’t,” Casval boasted. “A dragon’s heart produces as much mana as a manatree’s seed and nearly instantly crystallizes into an exceptionally pure strain of manalith called dracolith upon death. They house the dragon’s entire soul and memories inside them.”

I’ll keep that in mind the next time I drive a sword through your heart. Simon wondered how it would interact with his Deathmastery Perk, since he was too low-leveled to trap Casval’s soul when they came to blows in Cocagne. “If a dragon’s soul remains trapped inside their dracolith, then that means they don’t return to the Worldsoul upon death.”

“They do not,” Casval confirmed. “Scalefolk souls do join the Worldsoul because they have degraded so much from their nobler origin, unless they can convince a dragon to devour them so they become part of their mana. It is a great honor most minions would die for.” 

As it turned out, Simon barely needed to do anything to convince Casval to speak up about his Tribe. The dragon-in-disguise simply loved to talk about the ‘world’s most magnificent creatures’ to a captive audience. 

According to him, dragons were born of the blood of the first of their kind, who arrived in Scaland back when the world was young and competed with the dryads for supremacy. While creatures of the material plane and thus producing mana rather than miasma like demons, they were completely unaffiliated with the manatrees and thus didn’t undergo the cycle of reincarnation upon death. Their spirit simply remained asleep inside their dracolith heart in a sort of private afterlife. Their thoughts, memories, and beliefs didn’t influence the Worldsoul, so draconic eidolons like Azulbolla were the result of ‘the lesser Tribes’ instinctual worship’ of actual dragons taking physical shape. 

“Dragons can digest anything they eat into raw mana, which then coalesces into their dracolith heart,” Casval said with a hint of vanity barely disguised as admiration. “Scalefolk descend from defective offspring who couldn’t produce their own dracolith, so they look up to true dragons in the hope of being devoured and becoming part of a greater self.”

“That’s an… interesting approach,” Simon replied. He wasn’t sure where to separate the truth from Casval’s self-aggrandizement, but the dragon appeared utterly convinced of his own tales. 

His claims also provided an explanation as to why dragons processed emotions differently than other Tribes: their souls always turned inward like bottomless pits that never interacted with the ecological balance of the world outside of hoarding resources, and they actively refused to even imitate humanoids like their scalefolk brethren. 

If so, then why are Vouivre and Casval wearing human guises right now? Simon wondered. They’re anomalies by their own kind’s standards. 

“I think we skipped the next course,” Casval noted upon checking the nearest clock.  

“I don’t mind, this was a very productive discussion,” Simon replied, “What’s your name again?”

“Casval. You?”

“Simon.” They shook hands. “Do you have time to spend after the Monster Anatomy class? It is rare to find someone so passionate about dragons.”

“I wish more of us humans felt the same way,” Casval replied, his true nature subtly bleeding through. “I will gladly share my knowledge with you, my friend.”

What do you know about friends, you cruel beast? Simon wondered as he forced himself to smile. “Very well, Casval. I’ll be your friend.”

The fatal kind. 

  

    
        Chapter 137: Vouivre Delenda Est (3)

    
    
    
    
  The first week at the Academy was rather peaceful.

Simon thought he would be bored with the courses, having gone through most of them half a dozen times by now, but he somehow found the feeling of settling back into a peaceful routine almost enjoyable. He could just sit next to Anna and Tiella without worrying about the looming threat of the Zodiac Parade, assassins, the upcoming civil war, and even Vouivre. 

Simon had forgotten the taste of normalcy. It felt almost new after so many reigns spent fighting for his life.

Of course, he didn’t waste time and spent most of his secondary courses reviewing Duchar’s spellbook or reading the dragon literature Casval suggested to him. He had learned quite a great deal from both, though his current side-project was trying to create a miasma-based version of Remedia’s flight spell. The Monster Anatomy instructor informed him that vampires used a similar ability to levitate, so he knew it was possible. 

Simon was better off knowing how to fly by the time he met Vouivre again. 

“Are you okay, Simon?” Anna asked him in concern as she and Tiella sat next to him before the Divine Mysteries course’s start. 

“Mmm?” Simon’s head perked up from his notes on his flight spell. “Oh, I’m much better. Firewand said I should fully recover from my illness soon.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Anna replied as she studied him for a moment. “There’s something different about you, and I’m not talking about your illness. You’re more…” 

“Mature?” Simon suggested with a chuckle.

“Wearier,” Anna replied bluntly, “More distant too. On one hand, every girl loves a brooding stoic, but on the other hand, you look so unhappy with yourself. You’re daydreaming half the time, and I haven’t heard you curse Thalas once since you arrived.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Simon replied. Thalas hadn’t really gone out of his way to pick on him yet at least, likely because he was too busy impressing his small court of followers. “Being angry at him is a waste of time.”

“That’s exactly what bothers me,” Anna said. “You are actively wasting your time. I have the feeling you would be better off doing something else, yet you choose to be here even if it doesn’t matter to you.”

“You matter to me,” Simon replied, with Tiella giggling in the background. “I am attending this course for your sake.”

“Then gossip a little, or at least smile for real when I talk to you. What weighs so much on your mind?” Anna crossed her arms and peeked at his notes. “What’s that? A love letter to your new boyfriend?”

“Casval is not my boyfriend,” Simon replied calmly. He’s not even my friend. “These are notes on spellcasting.”

“Not even a blush,” Tiella mused, “You’re losing your touch, Anna.”

“That’s not it.” Anna scowled at Simon in displeasure. “You just don’t care about any of this, do you?”

Something in her tone annoyed Simon. “I’m here for you as you asked, am I not?”

“That’s the thing, you’re not here for me, not really. I dunno how to explain. You feel like a bored eagle on his perch looking down on the mice below because it’s vaguely distracting and you’re not hungry yet.” Anna shook her head. “Something has changed about you, and I really don’t like it.”

Simon fought back his rising frustration. Maybe the reigns had changed him, yes, but he was still fighting so hard to reconnect with her and save her from being killed by a dragon. Didn’t that count for something?

“And why are you even attending this course, Anna?” Simon replied, trying to change the subject. “You’re not all that religious.” 

“You wound me, I am a woman of faith.” Anna straightened up in her seat. “A good lord must know his subject’s religion, silly. The Berwick Islands have a big underground cult problem.”

“That’s not all.” Simon squinted at her. “You’ve prayed to the Light Megalith, haven’t you? And you wonder why its magic shone brighter for you.”

Anna wore her heart on her sleeve, so he could read the truth written all over her surprised face. The Light Megalith had responded to the glow he saw in her, and she took this course to learn more. 

“It shone for you too, didn’t it?” Anna guessed, squinting at Simon. “Since when did you become knowledgeable in Megalith-related theology anyway?”

“From the start?” Simon quipped, trying to change the subject. “You just never asked.”

“You lie.” Anna gathered her belongings and rose up. “Let’s go, Tiella.”

“What?” Both Tiella and Simon wondered at the same time, with the former adding, “Where?”

“Next to someone who won’t lie to his beloved cousin’s face.” Anna looked at Simon with sorrow and concern. “There’s just something unsettling about you, Simon. A coldness I don’t like at all.”

“Anna, wait–” Anna left with an apologetic Tiella in tow, leaving Simon’s words wasted. They settled a few rows away without a word.

What did… What did I do wrong? Simon wondered, feeling both angry and sorrowful. He guessed Anna would pick up on the way the reigns had changed him first, since she had been one of his oldest friends and loved ones. She probably took his attempts at keeping her out of his troubles as lying or deceit rather than caution. Maybe I should tell her. She kept my secret before. 

Simon could salvage this. He knew her better than anyone. He just had to tell her what she needed to hear before she slipped away, and then everything would be fine again. 

“It’s not wrong to be an eagle,” he heard Casval speak up behind him. “I’m sure the mice would rather fly.”

Simon glanced at the dragon while suppressing his annoyance, only to blink when he saw that Casval wasn’t alone.

“I’m sorry,” Isabelle Barbatos said, pointing at the two now empty seats next to him, “Can we?”

“Yes, of course,” Simon replied with a slight nod. What is she doing here? 

Isabelle Barbatos didn’t usually attend many courses outside of Magical Theory, and mostly because she served as the teacher’s research assistant. Why did she even bother attending an Academy she was blatantly overqualified for?

Simon had Shabram dig out the file on Isabelle Barbatos, and it turned out there was a damn good reason why she and Louis were engaged. Besides being the daughter and heir of one of the empire’s most powerful dukes, with resources to spare, she was also a magical prodigy in the same league as Norbelle. Imperial Intelligence assessed her to be a level 68 Arcanist—–higher than Duchar in spite of being less than half his age. Her main claim to fame was refining the powerful Light-aligned Beam spell into elemental variants that had grown popular among artillery mages in recent years. 

Her engagement to Louis didn’t really surprise anyone. Louis trained under her father during his youth and the two had remained close even in their adult years. Simon strongly suspected his brother also appreciated her for her personal strength on top of her grace and connections. A man like him would never settle for a woman who couldn’t fight by his side. Ironically enough, though, Shabram’s file described Isabelle Barbatos as a pleasant and kind woman well-loved by her subordinates. She had none of her fiancé’s appetite for war and bloodshed, even if she had supported the War Party in all prior reigns. Her loyalty was entirely personal. 

“I’m surprised to see you here, milady,” Simon said. “I thought you didn’t attend Divine Mysteries.”

“I do not,” Isabelle admitted with an embarrassed smile. “I came here to see you.”

Simon tensed up. “See me?”

“She’s researching levitation magic too,” Casval explained. “I thought you should trade notes.”

“Too?” Simon glared at Casval. “Did you peek at my notes?”

“Of course I did,” Casval replied, sounding more surprised than anything. “Friends look out for each other.“

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t restrain my curiosity,” Isabelle apologized. “Are you truly interested in miasma-based levitation magic?”

“I am,” Simon admitted, being slightly on edge. He didn’t recall Isabelle ever approaching him outside their introduction, so he had no idea how to handle her. “It’s a fascinating subject. I know there are mana-based flight spells, but the way creatures like vampires and demons can use miasma to levitate remains something of a mystery.”

“It would be easier to learn a spell to grow wings,” Casval mused. Like a dragon, went unsaid. 

“Not if we want to lift more than people,” Isabelle replied with a pleasant smile. “Levitation is currently my main field of interest.”

“Is it?” Simon asked with a frown, a troubling possibility crossing his mind. “Is that why you are attending the Academy?”

Isabelle gave him a sharp nod. “Large chunks of Telluria were thrown into the air by manalith veins during the Doom.”

“The old Kish Empire,” Casval added. “We were both at the library researching the subject, so we struck up a conversation and one thing led to another.”

“Most scholars believe they eventually fell back into the sea during the disaster,” Isabelle said, “But some of my experiments show that certain manaliths can produce a kind of magical field keeping matter afloat for relatively meager mana cost.” 

“Like Cocagne’s flying castle,” Simon guessed, his heartbeat quickening. 

“You are well-learned, Prince Simon,” Isabelle confirmed. “I have been looking for the remains of those floating pieces of continental crust to learn how long they remained in the air, but I have yet to find any geological traces. I am beginning to wonder if they might still be floating up there somewhere.”

Simon didn’t like that train of thought, nor the flash of curiosity in Casval’s eyes. “Surely floating islands would have been discovered by now,” Simon said in an attempt to defuse the situation. “They would cast a shadow or be visible from the ground.”

“Not if the manalith field distorts space around them and keeps them hidden,” Isabelle countered. “Either way, I am certain this is the key to understanding how the royal line of Cocagne can keep their castle afloat. Imagine if we could replicate that spell and create floating ports for our airships.”

“Or floating fortresses,” Simon replied warily. He could see why Louis would be interested in that line of research, considering its military applications. Is that how he and Vouivre found the Kish Sanctuary? By comparing notes and guessing it had to exist somewhere? 

Casval’s question immediately proved him right. “Do you think the kish could still exist on flying islands somewhere?”

“I don’t think so,” Simon lied, “The one I met told me she was born and bred in Telluria.”

Casval immediately stared at him with interest. “You’ve met a kish?”

“I have. It is she who told me of the lost kish treasure.” This should both throw Casval off a dangerous train of thought and ensure he could later set up a meeting with Vouivre. “Either way, Lady Barbatos, I would love to compare notes with you. I have done research of my own on levitation magic.”

“That would be with pleasure. The more minds on a task, the quicker the progress.” Isabelle’s smile reminded Simon of Lauriane, and maybe a bit of Remedia too. “Prince Louis told me you have a lot of untapped potential, and I am glad to see you match his assessment.”

“He exaggerates,” Simon replied with a faint smile, despite knowing Louis never did. He'd better be wary around Isabelle. 

Her fiancé would learn everything she did in time. 



After trading notes with Isabelle, getting Casval off his back, and ending the school day in a fouler mood than expected, Simon walked back to Duchar’s archive for their first spellcasting session. He was pretty confident he could gather enough intel to develop a miasma-based Tier VI flight spell emulating vampiric levitation, though it might take some experimentation.

Otherwise, he practiced Demonbinding under Duchar’s direction. The spell came easily to him since it followed the same principle as his Overlord Call spell. It simply required materializing a summoning circle with miasma, calling the kind of creature he sought from the Abyss—or using a true name to contact a specific one—and then providing the energy required for them to cross over. The more powerful the demon, the more miasma its summoning and binding required. 

The spell’s real difficulty was in both luring in the creature and negotiating their terms of service afterwards. Demons had different needs—imps were happy to serve and cause mayhem, succubi wanted to feed on a lover’s energy, and so on. 

“It is easier to convince demons to answer the spell’s call when one gives a specific offering fitting their nature, usually in the form of a sacrifice inside the circle,” Duchar taught Simon. “Considering Your Majesty is the Lord of Dark, I suppose you will have an easier time calling the right creature without the need of a tribute.”

“You suppose?” Simon inquired. 

“Truth be told, I have only ever seen your father summon succubi or furies for… unchaste purposes.” Figures. “Once the demon is summoned, it will fall on Your Majesty to hammer out an agreement and terms of service with them. Should negotiations fail, they will be sent back to the Abyss.”

And I have a Title that lets me violate such terms, Simon thought as he cast Demonbinding in the archive. “Denizens of the Abyss, heed my call!” he intoned, his words reverberating through the Dark, “From pitch black depths I call thee, Gazer!”

A magical circle appeared in the center of the room, black smoke and miasma gathering in its center. A lidless eye with squirming red tentacles sprouting from the back of its pupil appeared, floating in the air without help. It observed Simon warily, ignoring Duchar. 

Gazers, unlike their much more powerful Watcher counterparts, were the equivalent of a level 10 Vassal Class user according to the imperial bestiary, so nothing they couldn’t handle. They were demons who fed on paranoia and shame, usually by stalking their targets and making them feel constantly watched at all times. 

A voice came out of the gazer, uttering words in a demonic tongue that Simon’s Perks swiftly translated. “How may I serve thee, Lord of Dark?” 

Simon smiled thinly. “You ask for no price?”

“To serve the Lord of Dark is a great honor, and much fear and terror I shall spread in your name,” the demon replied obsequiously. “All that I ask is to stay on this plane forevermore, so that I might drink the fear of the living.”

Well, Unquestionable Ruler and Land of Darkness made binding weaker demons pathetically easy. “Very well,” Simon decided. “Agree to serve me loyally and without fail, and I will grant you leave to stay in my dungeon.”

The gazer agreed immediately, with Simon sensing the contract binding them forming. The circle collapsed and allowed the demon to float out of it. 

“My first orders will be for you to patrol this Dungeon and sound the alarm at any unauthorized entry,” Simon ordered as he proceeded to brand the demon. “I will provide you with a list of people allowed inside these halls to serve me. Anyone else is an intruder who must be dealt with.”

“Your Majesty’s Dungeon should sustain any demon living on the premises without the need for human souls to consume,” Duchar pointed out. “The creature could linger on this plane forever so long as they do not leave the premises.”

I could raise a small army, given enough time, Simon thought. “What other creatures could I summon?”

“I admit my expertise lies with the undead, not demons, so my guidance on the matter will be superficial at best.” Duchar hesitated. “I know a demon who could help Your Majesty, but I am leery of summoning her.”

“Her?” It didn’t take Simon long to guess who he was speaking about. “Do you speak of Cassandra’s mother?”

“I am surprised you could tell of my daughter’s origins with a single look,” Duchar commented, with Simon leaving him to make his own assumptions. “Yes, I speak of my ex-companion. Agrat is her name, and while she is a knowledgeable and curious creature, she lacks both empathy and wisdom.” And that was saying something coming from him. “She is powerful and a scholar of the Abyss, but I please ask Your Majesty not to summon her in my family’s presence. We did not part on good terms.”

“I will abide by your wishes,” Simon reassured him. He recalled Cassandra telling him that her mother tried to murder her to test if she could feel something from it, and he wouldn’t revive that memory. “I will experiment with summoning lesser fiends for now.”

Duchar thanked him for his understanding right when Simon sensed Lorimor sending him a telepathic message. “I have brought you the specimen, Your Majesty.”

“Wonderful. I will come upstairs immediately.” Simon then turned back to Duchar. “Please introduce our new guard to everyone. We don’t want any incidents.”

Afterwards, Simon walked upstairs to find Lorimor waiting in the Honorius family’s dining hall with a stranger: a small, slightly effeminate albino shifter with messy white hair, pale skin, and crimson eyes. He was thin beneath his rags, almost painfully so, with batlike wings merged with his arms and a slave collar wrapped around his neck. He couldn’t be older than eighteen, and he stared at Simon with wariness.

“Here is your new slave, oh master,” Lorimor said proudly. “It wasn’t easy to find a bat shifter for sale, but the funds you provided me were more than sufficient.”

“A bat shifter?” Simon replied with slight distaste. “Aren’t they a Beast type?”

“Only in beast form,” Lorimor insisted, “In human form, their typing is Avian and Humanoid, Your Majesty.”

Is that so? Simon faced the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Pallian,” the shifter replied warily. “Are you my new master?”

“That I am, yes, though that may not need to last for long. Do as I ask and you will soon be free before the year is done.” To his surprise, the boy bit his lip anxiously rather than rejoicing. “Is something the matter? Do you not desire freedom?”

“I… I have nowhere to go, Master,” the boy admitted. “My tribe sold me off because my white hair fetched them more. They will not take me back.”

“Is that so? Then what do you desire if not freedom? A warm meal and a roof over your head? Wealth? Power?” Simon smiled in sympathy when the boy’s head perked up at the word. He could see an echo of himself in his gaze. “Power it is. The strength to never be weak again?”

Pallian scowled, but nodded slightly. 

“Serve me well, and I swear to you that even your former tribe will tremble upon hearing your name.” Simon smiled and offered the shifter his hand. “Let us make a deal, you and I…”
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  Pallian accepted the Devil Brands and quickly adapted to his new shapeshifting powers.

“You are quite skilled,” Simon told the young bat-shifter, who had successfully turned into a near-perfect copy of Eole by using her feather and a description for reference. “All my other followers struggled more than you with using the Brand of Envy.”

“Thank you, Master,” Pallian replied with Eole’s face and voice, which slightly unsettled Simon. The bat-shifter turned back into his natural form, though he had already gained more muscle. It was amazing how much a little Overlord magic and good food could change someone. “It’s a bit strange to become a girl, but not as drastic as becoming a bat.”

“I take it you’re happy with your new gifts, then?”

“I am.” Pallian looked at his hands and clenched his fists. “I’ve never felt so powerful and quick before.”

“Keep working hard, master the kish song, and I may bestow a Class on you next,” Simon promised him, the shifter’s eyes lit up with awe and hope. Obtaining a Crestone must have been something he had only dreamed of before. “Do you have a preference?”

Pallian pondered his proposal for a moment before answering, “I want to learn magic, Master, like Lady Cassandra and Lord Duchar. Those who have the magic have the power.”

“I will keep that in mind.” Cassandra did need more witches to form a coven, and other Vassal Classes might fill that role. Simon wondered if one could use a gender-restricted Class when shapeshifted… “Continue training until then.”

In the meantime, Simon continued to practice Demonbinding and worked his way up the infernal food chain. His most successful summon yet was a watcher, a much more powerful cousin of the gazer that was the equivalent of a level 50 or so Vassal Class, resembling a cart-sized eyeball with dozens of squirming tentacles that themselves ended in smaller eyes. 

Simon learned two things during his experimentations: first, Unquestionable Ruler made demons so well-disposed towards him that low-level ones forwent payment altogether simply for a chance to serve him and spread mayhem on the mortal plane, while stronger ones asked for relatively meager tributes like hosts to possess, souls to consume, or control over lesser minions.

Second, summoning high-ranked demons cost a lot of miasma, even with his Mageling Title cutting the amount needed in half. Binding a single watcher drained him more than his battle with Casval-Nodens or Exodeos, so he doubted he could call more than one a day without either tapping into his allies’ mana through their Devil Brands or risking not being in top shape. Demons also required miasma to linger on the material plane the same way elves needed a constant influx of mana not to waste away, so they made for poor batteries. 

“That Scholar’s mind is half-empty,” his gazer had told Simon upon catching Lorimor working on educating Pallian on traditional kish songs. “I could settle in, fill the void, merge my essence with his… he would gain eyes that see all and we would drink upon the madness of men.”

“I’ll consider it,” Simon replied evasively. Truth be told, he had caught up and surpassed many of his allies in levels, and they would lag behind against the likes of Vouivre. Equipping loyal followers like Leonard and Meredith with soulforged equipment and fusing Lorimor with a demon might let them bridge the gap, while allowing Simon to learn more about how possession worked. 

It wasn’t like Lorimor could get any worse, after all…

His real issue was the ticking clock pressing down on him. The deadline for the Frightwall attack had come, and Simon decided to temporarily send Belzemine back to Frightwall in order to ensure both Patriate’s capture and the bombardment’s cancellation. The plan had worked well enough, but Shabram’s intel raised many alarm bells. 

“They are discussing an invasion of the western continent?” Simon asked Shabram in disbelief. 

“Prince Louis is pushing for it, both to prevent Lore or Valne from obtaining the Overlord Class and avenging ourselves for the failed terrorist attack on Frightwall,” Shabram confirmed. “He suggested organizing a crossing to take Valne’s ports and then use them as a springboard to invade Lore. Her Grace Euphemia has so far advocated a subtler course of action, but discovering Patriate’s treachery has shaken her confidence. I fear she will soon agree to Louis’ terms.”

That’s not good at all, Simon thought, being deeply rattled by this turn of events. He had hoped framing Verney would lead to the parties forming a truce to hunt him down, but he might have simply turned a civil war into a worldwide one. At least Louis didn’t trust Euphemia enough yet to reveal his hidden airship trump card. “What of Verney?”

“My agents in Lore tell me he disappeared after the Holy King sent troops to arrest him. They found his castle crawling with undead. Otherwise, I have issued bounties on all the Weavers.”

“Keep me informed and go along with the council’s wishes for now,” Simon ordered her. “I need to consider this new information carefully.”

What should he do? Having the Church and War Party turn their gaze westward would leave Telluria deeply vulnerable, which would help Vouivre and give him more opportunities to court an alliance with her, but it would directly drag the White Unicorn into the conflict ahead of schedule. 

They were entering a future he had never experienced before.  

“Your Majesty looks concerned,” Leonard pointed out as he and Meredith escorted him to the Academy. 

“Events are moving faster than I anticipated,” Simon admitted. And not in the way I have foreseen. “We face great trouble ahead of us.” 

“We will lay down our lives for you, if we must,” Meredith swore. 

That’s what bothers me, Simon thought. He had already seen Vouivre kill these two in the blink of an eye, and he didn’t want a repeat of that incident. Thankfully, he had an idea in mind. “My brother Dassein has issued bounties on various monsters and local troublemakers. I want you two to fulfill those requests, except for the Redhand, the local hellhound, and horse-eating ogre ones.” Those three were associated with Vouivre, but Telluria had plenty of lesser targets and wild beasts to slay. “Find monsters to kill and gain levels.”

Meredith immediately frowned. “Your Majesty, our duty is to protect you. To abandon you–”

“I am already stronger than both of you put together, even in my weakened state,” Simon cut in bluntly, causing them to flinch and scowl. “That’s not a reproach, that’s a fact. I need you stronger. My Devil Brands will only help so much against the foes we’ll be up against.”

Meredith and Leonard exchanged an uneasy glance, with the latter clearing his throat. “Your Majesty’s wish is our command, and we appreciate your concern for us,” he said, “But I must warn you that we become the company we keep.”

Simon frowned at his retainer. “What is that supposed to mean, Leonard?”

“I am simply concerned that Your Majesty might be starting to enjoy the presence of slaves and demons over that of his fellow humans,” Leonard replied calmly. “My sister also voiced her concern for your relationship with Lady Anna.”

Meredith nodded in assent. “We may lack an Overlord’s strength, but we can help shoulder any burden on your heart, Your Majesty.”

Being an Overlord’s confidant is a dangerous job, Simon thought. He wasn’t sure those two would truly understand his situation, even if he were able to explain it to them without triggering the Crimson Throne’s failsafe. Still, their concern touched him. 

“I appreciate your offer, and I will take your opinions into consideration,” Simon replied, choosing his words wisely, “But the problem remains the same. If you are to stand by my side, then I need you to become stronger.”

He dismissed them with those words, before entering the Academy. At least his plan should go well. Anna would confront him there to talk about her drinking game and the troubles in the capital, he would use the opportunity to make up with her, and everything would return to normal.

That was how things were supposed to go.

So Simon went to the library to meet with Casval, with the latter having promised him his help in researching vampiric flight and the ‘kish treasure.’ 

“What will you do once you complete the spell?” Casval inquired after lending Simon the ‘Vitae: A Study of Vampirism’ grimoire. “Use it to help Prince Dassein and the empire?”

“I’ll keep it for myself,” Simon replied, luring in Casval as he did many reigns back. “My siblings would misuse the power.” 

“Are they that terrible?” he asked, as he had many reigns before.

“You’ve seen Thalas, and while Lady Isabelle is kind enough, Louis is insane.” Simon scowled as he looked around. Anna is late.

Anna was supposed to find him with Tiella and question him about the trouble in the capital. That was how it happened before, but not this time. Had he truly infuriated her so much that she wouldn’t come back to him of her own volition? 

She has to be in her room, Simon thought. Fine, I'll apologize to her directly.

“I’ve forgotten something in my room, I’ll be back shortly,” Simon told Casval as he rose from his seat and moved to the door, only to find someone who shouldn’t be here waiting at the threshold. 

“Bastard.” The word oozed with venom when coming out of Thalas’ voice. Antonine trailed behind him alongside his posse. “I was looking for you.”

For the love of the Light… “I have no time for you, Thalas,” Simon replied abruptly as he started walking past him. “Out of my w–”

Thalas’ hand grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him against the nearest bookshelf, causing a few grimoires to fall off. The students across the library grew eerily silent, while Casval observed the scene with reptilian curiosity. 

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that, you lowborn scum,” Thalas hissed angrily, “You think sharing a castle with me means you’re one of us?”

A surge of anger coursed through Simon’s blood. And here he had been considering how to approach this insecure bully and maybe make peace with him. “I told you,” Simon said, grabbing his half-brother’s arm and forcing it back. “Not now.”

His burst of strength surprised them both; Thalas, because his half-sibling had never shown so much resilience before—the result of base stat augmentations accrued from multiple reigns—and Simon, because he shouldn’t have entirely recovered from his soul wound yet. 

“What, so you can go bother Anna again?” Thalas asked venomously. Their argument had apparently reached his ears. “She’s too good for the likes of you.”

“For you too,” Simon replied coldly. “Won’t you have at least the decency to stick to your fiancée?”

Antonine reddened with anger, a flash of suspicion and jealousy forming on her face, but Thalas pushed on. “Father should have killed your peasant mother after raping her,” he said hatefully, a vicious smirk forming on his lips. “Then we wouldn’t have to suffer your–”

Simon backhanded him across the library.

His fist flew in an instant, almost instinctively, and struck Thalas in the face. His half-brother knew a blow was coming, hoping he would rile up Simon and humiliate him, but the speed and ferocity took him by surprise. He crashed against a nearby bookshelf so hard as to topple it. 

“Thalas!” Antonine called out to her fiancé as she rushed to his side, while the rest of his posse grew quieter than tombs. 

My strength has returned, Simon noticed upon clenching his fist. He didn’t feel sick at all anymore. Quite the contrary, his blood boiled in his veins. I always had more hateful memories than happy ones. 

Anger was a stronger cure than joy. 

“You…” Thalas growled like a wounded beast as he rose to his feet. “You dare…”

“Why do you keep doing this, Thalas?” Simon asked his sibling coldly as he walked up to him. “Every time I consider reconciling with you, every time I think you might have a shred of self-awareness buried deep inside your skull…” His jaw clenched in annoyance. “You do this.”

Thalas clenched his fists, his Berserker garb materializing–

“You need a Noble Class to win a fistfight?” Simon taunted him with disdain.

That rattled the prick, who cancelled his Class outfit. Thalas crossed the distance between them in a rush, but Simon’s experience and Spell for Speed ring granted him enough agility to avoid the punch, grab him by the throat, and then smash him against the nearest worktable so hard it cracked. Nearby students walked back except for Casval, who seemed utterly unperturbed. 

“Don’t speak, listen,” Simon said as he pressed Thalas against the broken table. “I know why you hate me. You believe he favored me, somehow. You’re wrong. Our father did kill my mother.”

Thalas blinked in shock. “W-what?”

“And Lauriane’s too. He strangled her to death and walled up her corpse next to Anna’s room for good measure. He would have aborted you in the womb if Euphemia hadn’t saved you.” Simon sneered in disdain. “A lesson in abstinence, he called you.”

Thalas’ eyes gleamed with fury. “You little–” 

Simon punched his half-brother before he could finish, drawing blood. “I said, listen!” he insisted, shaking Thalas like a tree. He could see the surprise and the slight dash of fear in his half-brother’s eyes at his sudden ferocity. “Our father can’t love you, or me, or even Louis, because he can’t love anyone but himself. He pits us against each other because it amuses him, like puppets on a stage. That’s the person you want to emulate?”

Simon pulled Thalas closer and looked into his eyes. “You’re never going to win his approval… whether in this life or the next,” he said, “And I think deep down, you know it too.”

Thalas had no answer to that. The same flash of self-awareness Simon had spied in Cocagne returned, along with doubt and unease. There was a small part of him that understood the truth he tried so hard to repress. 

Thalas did know his father would never love him, he just refused to accept it because a fool’s hope hurt less than acceptance. 

“That hole will never be filled, Thalas. You can pour in all your anger and resentment, even my blood… but it will never go away. So learn to live with it.” Simon lifted Thalas up by the throat above the table. “I will let your comment slide just this once, because I know he made you like this… but insult my mother again and I’ll tear out your heart, then shove it down your girlfriend’s throat while it’s still beating. Do you understa–”

“Enough!”

Anna’s voice rang through the library. Simon turned to see her at the threshold, a book under her arm and Tiella covering her mouth behind her. Either they had come to study or a student fetched them to defuse the situation. 

“Simon, release him,” Anna said, biting her lip. “Please.”

The concern in her eyes caused Simon to release his grip, leaving his brother to fall on his ass. His face was red with humiliation. He had come here expecting an easy fight and needed his honorary cousin to save him. Simon hoped that this experience would teach him a lesson, though he remained pessimistic. 

“What happened here?” Anna asked softly. 

“He insulted my mother for the last time,” Simon replied.  

“And he will apologize for that.” Anna glared at Thalas, who scowled and looked away. “But did the bookshelves and table join in too?” 

Simon frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I…” Anna shifted in place. Was she… was she scared? Of Simon? “What’s going on, Simon? I don’t recognize you anymore. It’s like you’ve become a wholly different person.”

“It’s still me,” Simon insisted, fighting with rising frustration. In spite of everything, I’m still Simon Magnos.

Yet the way Anna looked at him—nay, through him—unnerved him to his core. Seeing his oldest friend and lover watch him with wariness, like he was some dragon ready to devour her if she misspoke, rattled him almost as much as the sight of Verney showing him Remedia’s head. 

“I’m done for today,” Simon decided as he walked away. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Wait, Simon–” Anna called out to him, but he was gone in an instant. He had the feeling a discussion with her would hurt more than anything else at this moment.

Simon stormed out without a word, leaving Thalas, Anna, and the entire Academy behind. There was something about the school that deeply frustrated him. 

Still, someone did follow him. Simon looked over his shoulder to find Casval trailing after him.

“I understand your frustration,” said the dragon in disguise. “Sometimes, I tell people the right things and yet they do not work as intended. Other humans are complicated. ”

His inhumanity briefly showed in his words, as if people were no different than objects or golems that could be expected to function a certain way at the press of a button.  

“Wouldn’t you know?” Simon replied dryly. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with Casval. “Do you resent your sister when she harms you?”

“A bit, but that is how family works.” Casval squinted at him. “Did I tell you that I have a sister?”

Simon considered what to do and quickly reached a decision. Anna was right, playing the naive new student was a waste of time. He should have been focusing on Vouivre now that he had confirmed his former lover was safe. He had come to the Academy hoping to take it easy and recover, yet the entire situation displeased him to his core. Playing school drama with Thalas was beneath him.

He had too much to do to relax. 

“Contact your sister and arrange a meeting,” Simon replied. “Tell Vouivre I will offer her a kish singer capable of unsealing her miasma crystal.”

Casval remained silent, his body tense. His posture reminded Simon of a lizard who had suddenly noticed a predator lurking nearby, hidden in the grass. 

“You said you wanted us to be friends, Casval?” Simon asked calmly. “Friends don’t keep secrets from each other.”

“They don’t,” Casval agreed warily. He was finally realizing Simon knew more than he should.

“Yet we’ve been lying to each other since we met. It’s time we both drop the mask, dragon.” Simon smiled at Casval, whose eyes had widened so wide his transformation briefly faltered to reveal the reptilian slits in his pupils. “I have a simple proposition for you, Casval: I will help you if you help me. We can support each other… come what may.”

“Who…” Casval gathered his breath and reasserted his human disguise, though he looked ready to take flight. “Who are you?”

“Me?” Simon leaned forward to whisper into his ear. “I’m the Overlord.”

This holiday was officially over. 
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  The wind blew through the cold Tellurian plains.

The night was dark and chilly, though Simon was used to it. Duchar, Meredith, and Leonard had formed a defensive perimeter around him, while Pallian flew in circles in the sky in his beastly form. The shifter had become an anthropomorphic bat the size of a bear, his white wings obscuring the moon when he flew over them. 

Only Lorimor and Cassandra had stayed behind in Beleth to waylay any attempts at locating Simon. He had officially gone on a bounty hunt with his retainers, which should hopefully keep Anna, Dassein, Thalas, and everyone else from asking too many questions about his absence for a few days. 

This shouldn’t take too long, Simon thought as he looked around at the forest nearby. He very much recognized this spot. This is where Vouivre slew Thalas once. 

“I see movements in the trees up on the hills,” Meredith warned him, clutching her spear. “Scalefolk, I think.”

“They are here,” Simon said as Pallian screeched out a warning. Simon looked at the rising half-moon and spotted an enormous winged form briefly obscuring the moonlight. “Here she comes.”

A flash illuminated the night, and a house-sized fireball fell upon Simon’s party. 

Simon rubbed his newly made ring, which worked the same way as the Zodiac Fiend sealing containers, and unleashed the demon kept within it. The creature—a wind elemental demon called a div—emerged in the form of a living tornado, sucking in all the air around itself. It swirled around the group to create a wall of wind that deflected Vouivre’s flames across the plains and set the grass ablaze. 

Simon’s retainers immediately readied their weapons and spells, but he stopped them with a raised hand. 

“No need,” he ordered, his wind div solidifying into a monstrous toad made of blackened clouds and with a tornado for a mouth. “T’was a warning shot.”

“But Your Majesty–” Meredith said, only for a fearsome, terrifying roar to echo in the distance; a tempestuous noise that struck instinctual fear in all human hearts by reminding them that they were prey.
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Duchar quickly cast a spell to lift the debuff, as he had been prepared to, and Vouivre swiftly appeared over the horizon. 

Her wings whipped up great gusts in her wake and her scales gleamed in the moonlight, revealing her humongous size that yet remained a paltry imitation of Gargauth’s immense bulk. Pallian quickly landed next to Simon’s side as Vouivre crashed onto the plain with a cataclysmic impact that sent dirt and flaming grass flying in all directions. Simon saw fear take hold of most of his retainers, even Duchar, as the immense dragon stepped towards them in all of her majestic glory. 

This was the beast of legend that the imperial bestiary advised soldiers to run away from on sight, a monster capable of laying ruin to castles and burning cities to cinder. By contrast, the smaller Casval looked rather puny as he landed next to his sister. 

“Remember, you may hear me say things that will sound treasonous to Endymion for the sake of earning this scaled vermin’s trust,” Simon informed his retainers, most specifically Meredith and Leonard, whom he had extensively briefed earlier. “Remain quiet, let me do the talking, and all will be fine.”

“It is not our place to question you, Your Majesty,” Leonard replied, though Simon sensed a certain wariness in his voice, “But this is a dangerous game you are playing.”

Thankfully, Simon had had his fair share of practice recently. 

“What was that for, Vouivre Ashmodai?” Simon addressed the dragon without fear, his confidence slightly easing his retainers’ nerves. “A test?”

“A warning,” Vouivre replied, her murderous gaze entirely focused on Simon at the exclusion of everyone else. “Betrayal means death.”

“The same goes for you, dragon,” Simon replied as he put on his Class outfit, miasma coalescing into his Overlord armor. Vouivre glared at him and showed him her fangs. She assessed him not as the weak human she could bully in earlier reigns, nor as prey to slay, but like a manticore warily sizing up a griffin flying into its territory.

She saw Simon as a threat. A fellow predator. She had sensed his power, seen it in the way he could casually bind a high-level demon to shield himself from her breath, and that made her far more cautious than ever before. 

Casval himself adopted a nervous posture, as if unsure if he should strike now or take flight. Shadows moved among the trees to reveal a small army of scalefolk archers ready to fire on the group to support their master. Vouivre had come prepared. 

One could cut the tension in the air with a knife as the two groups stared at each other. Simon and Vouivre locked eyes in silence while their retainers shifted nervously, a twitch away from battle. A single mistake or word might lead to a lethal contest. 

“It is good you brought my birthright back to me, human,” Vouivre said, standing up on her back legs to better tower over Simon’s group and cast them in her shadow. “Though your house of thieves will suffer slowly, I shall reward you with a quick death.”

“My life is not so easily taken,” Simon replied calmly, doing his best not to show any hint of nervousness. He had grown much stronger over the reigns, but not enough for him to be confident he could take down this dragon in a fight. “I did not come here to fight, Daughter of Gargauth.”

Vouivre assessed him for a while, her eyelids squinting slightly. Her attempt at establishing immediate dominance had fallen flat. 

“My weakling brother tells me you attend Beleth’s academy,” she said, “Balzam Magnos must be dead for you to own the Overlord Class… but if you were strong enough to slay him, then you would be resting on the Crimson Throne rather than playing the fool here. What is going on?” 

She’s sharp, Simon thought. That was why he had decided to introduce himself as Overlord rather than play the weakling. If Anna could sense a change in him, Vouivre would have smelled the deception a mile away. 

“I will answer that question if you answer one of mine.” Simon pointed a finger at Casval. “Why do you and your brother wear human guises? I can understand his need to infiltrate our society as part of your plan, but why do you go around in false skin?”

“Because your father won against mine,” she replied without shame nor contempt. She was merely stating a fact. “A puny human like Balzam Magnos should never have been able to defeat the great Gargauth, no matter his Class or numbers, yet he prevailed anyway. One must understand their enemies to better destroy them.”

“I see. So you wear human skin in an attempt to learn our strengths and weaknesses.” Simon had assumed as much, considering how creatures like lamias developed human features to better prey on men. “Aren’t dragons too good for that?”

“Strength is strength. One must use all means available to win, because victory demands no compromise.” Vouivre let out some smoke from her nostrils. “I can tell you are strong, but not that strong. How did you obtain the Overlord Class?”

“My father was murdered by my brother with an Oracle-made blade,” Simon replied, a few of his retainers’ heads snapping in his direction as he said it. “It disrupted the Overlord inheritance process and caused the Class to go to me.” 

“An interesting tale,” Vouivre commented, showing no hint whether she believed him or not. “Is that how you think you can convince me to spare your miserable life? That slaying you here and now will not return my birthright to me?”

“Besides the fact that it is true?” Simon shrugged. “Fighting me is not in your interests, Vouivre Ashmodai. You are strong, but wise enough to know the limits of your power.”

Vouivre snorted. “My power knows no limits.”

“If that were true, you would have taken Beleth by now rather than try to choke it, or hunt for the Two-Tailed Fish,” Simon countered. “I told your brother I had a proposal for you, and you have chosen to hear it. Whether we come to blows or seize the world next is entirely up to you.”

Vouivre remained silent for a few seconds, during which Simon guessed she was considering whether or not she should kill him where he stood, before her caution and curiosity won over her bloodlust. The Overlord wouldn’t have dared to show his face to Gargauth’s heir without being damn confident she couldn’t do anything to him, and the threat of potential hidden aces up his sleeve convinced her to lend an ear. 

“You have five minutes,” she declared, the threat of what would happen once the time ran out left unspoken. 

“You can follow your draconic instincts and try to claim my hoard by force,” Simon said. “You can take your chance and try to kill me. I’ll either win or escape, then Louis, Euphemia, and their kind will learn all about you. Maybe you’ll bounce back from it, maybe not… but it’ll take so much effort just to keep what you have.”

Vouivre’s reptilian gaze remained unreadable. “Or?”

“Or you adapt, the same way you chose to wear human skin to better destroy us,” Simon replied. “We set aside our families’ feud and collaborate in the name of our greater interests. We join our strengths, and we take the world for our own.”

Vouivre opened her mouth wide, revealing the fiery pit that served as her gullet. “You dare give me an ultimatum?!”

“This is not an ultimatum; this is a proposal.” Simon picked his words wisely to walk the fine line between submission and disrespect. “My kish servant is yours to use as you see fit as a token of my goodwill. Open the palace’s doors and take the Two-Tailed Fish’s crystal if you want… but know that your army of dragons will not guarantee victory against Endymion, let alone the Zodiac Fiends.”

“You know about the coming disaster.” Vouivre let out a noise akin to a dark chuckle. “That is why you are here, isn’t it? You wish to learn how I intend to control the Fish.”

“I already have a method of binding some of the fiends, but some of their crystals are out of my reach and they will break free a year from now,” Simon replied. “A hellscape divided between demon warlords is a world unworthy of my rule. There are too many players in this game for a proper and clean resolution.”

“We agree on that, at least.” Vouivre tilted her head slightly, like a curious bird. “Why come to me instead of your siblings?”

“Didn’t your brother tell you?” Simon glanced at Casval, who straightened up. “They are all petty fools in their own way.”

“So I’ve heard.” Vouivre glanced at Casval, who lowered his head in submission. “But even foolish siblings have their uses.” 

“Some will fall into the fold once I crush Louis and Euphemia, but they are too deluded to serve for now.” As much as he loved Lauriane and appreciated Dassein, they were followers at heart and too content to follow Louis in his madness. As for Norbelle and Thalas… they were both a handful in their own way. “Louis is obsessed with war for the sake of leveling up without giving thought of what we will rule over, and Euphemia hates me by virtue of my lineage. They let their emotions cloud their judgment when we most need unity. I need someone who can see the big picture.”

“Humans dither and doubt too much for their limited lifespan, yes.” Vouivre pondered his words for a moment before addressing the behemoth in the room. “You will try to kill me as soon as I outlive my usefulness to you.”

“Of course I will, as you will try to slay me,” Simon replied bluntly. Neither had any illusion of what collaboration entailed. “But by the time we inevitably come to blows, all our other enemies will be dead and the world will be ours. That will be simpler, no? The winner takes all, once it’s only the two of us left.”

Vouivre’s reptilian lips morphed into a ghastly, crocodilian parody of a smile. “I don’t hear your heartbeat waver. Unlike your men, you are perfectly calm and cold-blooded.” She glanced at Simon’s retainers the way a wolf salivated at sheep behind a fence. “I see why you came to me. You have more in common with us than with them.”

“My subordinates are my property,” Simon warned her sternly before she could get any idea. “Harm them at your own peril.”

Vouivre nodded slightly, then transformed into her human form in a swirl of smoke, which Simon took as a very good sign. A soulless smile stretched on her face as she crossed her arms.

“Simon Magnos, is it? I like your resolve. Let us work together… for now.” Vouivre looked at his retainers. “Where is the kish?”

Simon snapped his fingers, and Pallian shapeshifted into a copy of Eole… much to Vouivre’s disappointment.

“A fake?” Vouivre snorted in disdain. “I already tried polymorphy magic to break into the vault."

“This one knows the kish song to open the doors, and my brands grant him perfect mimicry,” Simon countered. “He will unlock the treasure.”

“Let us put your confidence to the test then.” Vouivre whistled, and wyverns flocked out of the forest. “You better not disappoint me.”



They spent the night traveling across Telluria and arrived at the Kish Palace’s ruins in the morning.

Having not yet completed his flight spell, Simon traveled on his phantom steed’s back while wyverns carried his retainers. Vouivre and Casval flew ahead without looking back. Simon would spend each minute of the trip half-expecting them to turn and attack without warning while her wyverns tossed his subordinates off their backs. 

Yet no such attack happened. 

Simon didn’t trust the dragons, but he took this as a sign they were at least considering the possibility of an alliance seriously. He and his group landed in front of the palace, at which point Vouivre and Casval regained their human forms. 

“Fascinating…” Duchar said upon climbing down his wyvern, glancing at the kish capital’s sunken ruins. “I knew of this place’s location, but never visited it. The ancient wonders that must slumber beneath these muddy waters…”

“Everything here belongs to me, mage,” Vouivre warned him before turning to Simon and her brother. “Only you two and the false kish will be allowed any further.” 

“Stay here and wait for further orders,” Simon informed his retainers, before adding telepathically, “Call me through the brands if they try anything. Kill them if you must.”

His subordinates reluctantly nodded, and kept their weapons close when Simon and Pallian followed Vouivre and Casval into the palace. The bat shifter looked down at the ground to avoid the dragons’ gazes. 

“Everything will be fine,” Simon reassured him through telepathy, “No harm will befall you so long as you remain under my protection.”

“Thank you, master,” Pallian replied, though his thoughts remained heavy with dread. They walked past the icy throne room and frozen skeletons in the walls, then into the tunnel leading to the vault Simon once unlocked with Eole. Their breaths turned to mist from the cold.

They eventually reached the sapphire stele sealing the Two-Tailed Fish’s treasure room. Its inscriptions glowed with magic and the miasma in the air coalesced, as if to welcome the Overlord in.

“Open the door,” Vouivre all but ordered.

“Sing the song,” Simon told Pallian, who quickly transformed into Eole, gathered his breath, and uttered the notes. 

The shifter’s gentle melody echoed into the tunnel and caused the stele’s sapphire to glow in response. The seal sank into the ice and opened the path to a smooth ice dome cloaked in miasma. The Two-Tailed Fish floated in its center, shining and pulsating with otherworldly malice like a frozen heart. 

“I sense you, dark one,” it whispered to Simon’s mind. “This child with you… is no daughter of my blood.”

“I’m afraid not,” Simon replied mentally, and then asked Pallian, “Can you hear the crystal’s voice?”

“I do not hear anything, Master,” Pallian replied with Eole’s voice. His birth sign was different from hers, and he might lack other qualities she possessed even after polymorphing. “Do I…”

“You may retake your true form,” Simon confirmed as their dragon guides walked up to the crystal. This might be a difficult moment. 

Casval stared at the Two-Tailed Fish like a child leering at a candy in a store and gulped. “Sister–”

“Mine,” Vouivre hissed threateningly, causing her brother to flinch. She swiftly grabbed the miasma crystal within her palm, her eyes gleaming with the same all-consuming greed Simon had seen in her father’s eyes. “All mine.”

The apple hadn’t fallen that far from the tree. Simon subtly renewed his buffs before Vouivre turned around, her fist clenching on her new prize. Her blank, inhuman expression hardly disguised her true thoughts. She was strongly considering using the crystal’s power against him. 

“You delivered on your promise,” Vouivre stated after a moment’s consideration, “What stops me from killing you now and seizing my birthright?”

“My strength and your intelligence,” Simon replied bluntly. A thin, amused smirk stretched across Vouivre’s lips in response. She only respected power, like Louis, which was likely why they were able to hammer out an alliance in a past reign.

“You must have quite the devious tricks up your sleeve to be so boldly confident, Overlord Simon,” she said with a hint of wariness. The fact he allowed her to obtain the crystal had only made her more cautious, because no one in their right mind would do so without keeping a bigger and better weapon in store. “Casval.”

Her brother tensed like a bowstring. “Yes?”

“You have served me well in organizing this gathering.” There was no warmth to Vouivre’s praise, only an observation. “You will continue to serve as a liaison between our new ally and I from now on. An order from him is an order from me.”

“Yes, sister,” Casval replied submissively. 

Her pragmatism has won out, Simon thought. Their alliance would hold… at least for the time being. 

“What is your plan, Overlord Simon?” Vouivre inquired. “What did you intend to do beyond this point?”

“I return that question to you,” Simon replied, “What were you planning?”

“I intended to enslave and recruit all independent beastmen tribes in Telluria, then lure the Rider out of Beleth to his doom, either to take his Crestone or force him to abandon the city,” Vouivre explained. “Your family overextended. Endymion’s supply lines across the region are stretched thin and will collapse when Beleth falls, which will put all of Telluria under my control.”

“And the imperial loyalist tribes?” 

“They will bend the knee or they will die,” Vouivre replied without concern or hesitation. “Your ability to turn beastmen into kish will let us enslave rebellious heads rather than crush them and spare ourselves pointless battles.”

Pallian anxiously looked at Simon, who considered the matter at hand. He considered Vouivre’s strategy in earlier reigns and quickly gathered her general plan.

“The best way to take central Endymion is to surround it by taking the unsecured periphery," Simon guessed. “Target Scaland, the Berwick Islands, and Uyo to lock out the eastern sea, then push from multiple directions.”

“Yes,” Vouivre confirmed. “Your empire is a beast carried by its momentum, feeding on old conquests to fund its future campaigns… but it has left itself vulnerable at the peripheries in doing so. Half the tributaries aren’t loyal and will turn coat if pressured, Uyo’s colonies are fragile, and resentment festers beneath the surface. Once we strike Beleth and Balzam Magnos does not appear to defend it, it will crumble in on itself.”

“It is too early to make a push,” Simon replied. “I have tricked Louis and Euphemia into preparing an invasion of the western continent.” Well, it had been an accident, but Vouivre didn’t need to know that. “We can make our move once their troops have crossed the Dragonsea and are bogged down in Valne.”

“You thought that far ahead?” Vouivre sounded slightly appreciative. “That would indeed serve our ends.”

“But this is all a distraction,” Simon countered. “The Zodiac Parade is hardly a year away.” 

“You need not worry yourself about that, now that I have this pretty stone,” Vouivre said as she played with the miasma crystal. “The Two-Tailed Fish’s true power will be revealed once the comet shines in its constellation. Otherwise, I have… assets that will ensure our victory against the fiends.”

Like the Horoscopic Sword? Simon thought, though he kept that for himself for now. The more Vouivre thought he knew about her plans, the more she would guard her remaining secrets. Moreover, he had already seen her dragons struggling against demons during the Zodiac Parade, so her ‘assets’ didn’t guarantee victory like she believed. I will peel this onion one layer at a time.

“Our true sources of concern are the Minotaur, the Maiden, and the Oracle,” Vouivre said. “The former two are the most powerful of the Zodiac, and the third’s schemes will inevitably collide with ours. Your Anathemic Secrecy should prove useful against the elves.”

“The Cobweb needs to go as well,” Simon added. 

“The Cobweb?” Vouivre squinted in slight surprise. “They have been helpful in financing my war effort so far, and I granted the werewolf Borsh my protection after the empire issued a bounty on his head. Why would they be a threat to us?”

“The Cobweb’s leader, Verney, is the Zodiac Fiend of the Twins in disguise,” Simon warned her. “He schemes to gather the other crystals for his own ends.”

“The Twins, leading the Cobweb?” Vouivre scowled at the information. “It does not surprise me much. The Twins are the fear of wrongness, of things not being quite right, of strangers and betrayal. It would fit right in in a thieves guild. That one is the Maiden’s thrall too, so we will have to eliminate him.” 

As Simon suspected, Verney had probably been looking to secure Anna as a vessel for the Maiden. He truly needed to find that particular fiend’s location and neutralize it before the comet arrived, both to protect Anna and take a dangerous threat off the board. 

“For now, we should focus on gathering as much territory, troops, and power for ourselves,” Vouivre decided. “We will use your fake kish to enslave the remaining beastmen tribes until they declare me the new goddess of Telluria.”

“Forcing mind-controlled slaves to call you that won’t give you legitimacy,” Simon pointed out. 

“Strength is the only legitimacy I need, and a great power will be revealed once all tribes of Telluria gather to swear allegiance to their rightful ruler.” Vouivre’s smile split to reveal her draconic fangs. “The Beast Crestone will soon find its wielder.”

  

    
        Chapter 140: Vouivre Delenda Est (6)

    
    
    
    
  The Beast Noble Crestone was the last one to be unaccounted for.

Shabram had spent years building up ties with shifter tribes in an attempt to locate it. The Crestone’s last known wielder had been the warlord Tellurian the Lionking, who had managed to briefly unite the region a hundred years past—the first time this happened since the Kish Empire’s heydays—and lead them against Gargauth, only to fall to the dragon’s claws. His heirs then killed each other over their inheritance, and the Class was lost.

Many shifters had tried to locate the Crestone since, including Borsh during the period of time where he tried to repel Endymion’s invasion of his homeland. Reports often told tales of great and strange monsters wandering the plains with a jewel glowing on their forehead, yet nothing concrete was ever proven.

“And you believe the Beast Crestone is here, in Telluria?” Simon inquired as they walked out of the sealing chamber. 

“There is a prophecy bestowed upon the beastmen by the Oracle after Tellurian’s demise,” Vouivre explained. “The Beast will crown whoever unites the tribes of Telluria under a single banner and lead them against Endymion.”

Which neatly suggested Tellurian had been yet another failed Oracle plot to unseat a sitting Overlord. Simon wondered how many warlords she sponsored until Balzam succeeded where all others had failed. “And you believe that fool?”

“Prophecies have power, and only the Overlord can interfere with them,” Vouivre replied with a hint of amusement. “Fate bends to ensure no one can keep the Beast Crestone for long until the prophecy is fulfilled. Even if you should somehow find it, it will keep slipping from your grasp.”

“It may escape us even if we obtain it, like the Paladin Crestone escaped your father’s stomach.”

“The Beast is no Paladin. It is a trickster and shapeshifter, and should appreciate the irony of the situation. A prophecy to defeat my father will instead empower his daughter.”

“I see.” Simon didn’t trust the Oracle’s prophecies, but he didn’t have much to lose by trying. He could always snatch the Crestone in a future reign should Vouivre’s intuition prove correct. “Then we must take control of all the remaining shifter tribes, including the Centaur Federation.” 

“Yes. The Beast Crestone has passed from one set of claws to another, waiting for a new master. It will reveal itself to me once all tribes in Telluria bend the knee.” Vouivre glanced at Pallian, who avoided her gaze. “How many false kish slaves can you create?”

“Many, but I need bat shifters for my magic to work since I cannot change the target’s type,” Simon replied. “Why not use your crystal instead?”

“Its polymorphy powers have little to no limits, that is true,” Vouivre concurred. The Two-Tailed Fish could transform any shifter into a draconic monster, so its polymorphy magic had none of the Brand of Envy’s limits. “Nonetheless, it will take me a few days to unlock its power, and I would rather put its energies towards creating dragonkin soldiers than waste time. We do have a little less than a year before demons crawl out of hiding.”

“I can lead you to my tribe, Master Simon,” Pallian suggested eagerly. He hadn’t forgiven his people for selling him into slavery, and he relished the opportunity to take revenge. “They will serve you.”

“Good,” Vouivre commented, sounding rather pleased. ”Gather as many beastmen as you can for immediate transformation. Once we have secured Telluria, we will move to subvert the tributaries at the empire’s periphery. Fablan is a non-factor, Scaland will rise in my name, and I am in discussion with Uyo goblinoids and scalefolk.”

“What about Bujan?” Simon inquired. That one’s neutrality across the reigns always surprised him. “Shouldn’t its scalefolk inhabitants rally to your cause?”

Vouivre growled in annoyance. “The mermaid queen, Melusine, has proved insufferably deaf to my generous propositions. She fears the Overlord more than me.”

“I am the Overlord,” Simon pointed out, as he sensed an opportunity. “I could visit her and secure her assistance.”

“True,” Vouivre confirmed. “Her vassalage would grant us control over the northern sea, blockade the empire’s western coasts, and let us strike Valendre from multiple angles. This would only leave the Berwick Islands as a major source of concern.”

Simon hid his distaste on that front. He knew from experience that Vouivre would eventually take the region by force in cases where Maublanc entered the civil war or committed forces abroad. He had to prevent an attack on the Berwick Islands.

“I am well-acquainted with Anna, Lord Paimon’s daughter,” Simon said. “I believe I might secure their support, or at least their neutrality.”

“Can you?” Casval asked with a skeptical frown. “I thought you had blown her off.”

“I can salvage that,” Simon insisted. “We should at least ensure Anna remains safe and sound when we take Beleth by storm. Lord Paimon will fight us relentlessly should anything happen to her.”

Vouivre stared at him with a hint of confusion. “Why?”

Simon blinked. “Why what?”

“What does harming Lord Paimon’s daughter have to do with losing his allegiance?” Vouivre asked. “Killing his spawn should show him the cost of opposing us.”

Did… did she not see the issue? “Anna is his only daughter,” Simon insisted, “He cares for her.”

“He just has to sire another,” Vouivre replied callously. “As the Commander and Lord of the Berwick Islands, he should have no shortage of mates. Submitting to our overwhelming power should be his most sensible course of action, especially without hope of relief from the mainland.”

She… she didn’t see the problem. Vouivre had so little empathy for others that she didn’t understand that killing someone’s only child would enrage them beyond rational thought; something even Louis would realize. 

Right, these two aren’t humans, Simon reminded himself. They are lizards who kill each other in the nest.

“She is his only daughter and descendant, his legacy… his hoard, in a way,” Simon said, trying to frame the matter in a way a dragon could relate to. “He cares about her more than his life. If we capture or accommodate her, we can pressure him. If she dies, all he will have left is his hatred for those who slew her.”

“What a quaint and counterproductive way of thinking,” Vouivre commented with a snort of absolute contempt. “But if you are right, we should capture her when we take Beleth to ensure her father bends the knee.”

“I will handle the matter personally,” Simon said with a tone that brooked no opposition. “Without your interference.”

“Suit yourself,” Vouivre replied dismissively. Thankfully, she was too apathetic to notice or care for Simon’s personal reasons in keeping Anna safe. “Binding the Two-Tailed Fish and harnessing its power will take a few days, so you have some time to settle your affairs before we begin building our army. My brother will help you with that.”

And he will report anything I do to you, Simon guessed. At least Vouivre was refreshingly direct about her intentions compared to the Cobweb. “And what will you do with this sunken capital?”

“I have no use for it now that we have excavated the crystal,” Vouivre replied dismissively. “I will loan—” She insisted on the word ”—you its facilities as a token of my appreciation after moving my troops elsewhere. You may make use of them as you see fit.”

“How magnanimous of you, to lend me the ruins after you have emptied them of their valuables,” Simon deadpanned. 

“I know,” Vouivre replied, completely missing the sarcasm. She soon transformed back into her dragon form and departed without another word with her crystal in hand. Dragons might be ageless, but not patient.

“I am glad we can be friends,” Casval said almost cheerfully. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to eat you when we first met.”

“Me too, Casval,” Simon replied, “Because I put friends above even family.”

Casval stared at him strangely for a while, but Simon let him stew on that lie for a time. He recalled how the dragon had not so subtly suggested they use the miasma crystal for themselves against his sister in a past reign. The seed of rebellion burgeoned in his heart. 

Vouivre had entrusted her mistreated brother with the task of keeping an eye on Simon, without realizing her abuse had created the same kind of resentment she hoped to exploit among Endymion’s vassals, or she thought the threat of her strength would cause him to behave. Simon would exploit her misplaced confidence in time. 

Either way, the alliance with Vouivre had gone better than anticipated, and staying in Beleth didn’t make much sense for Simon anymore. Besides the fact that he had blown off everyone at the Academy, he would need to focus on conquering Telluria, bringing Bujan into the fold, dealing with the Cobweb, and learning Vouivre’s secrets so as to better destroy her later. He couldn’t risk having Thalas stalk him at a critical time, nor waste time on civilian life. Still, he would need to revisit the city at some point to settle his affairs, ensure Anna and Tiella’s safety, and recover Belzemine once she returned from the capital.

All in due time.

“I am going to draw a line in the sand,” Simon warned his retainers through telepathy once he walked back outside. “I will soon depart Beleth for good to concentrate on my Tellurian campaign. Although I will eventually retake the Crimson Throne, those who stand by my side may soon be branded traitors to the usurpers in Marthrone. This may come at a cost.”

While the likes of Duchar or Pallian couldn’t care less, both Leonard and Meredith exchanged a worried glance. They were the ones with the most to lose, having families integrated into the imperial power structure or vulnerable should their allegiances become public knowledge. 

“If you stand with me, I promise that I will do everything in my power to ensure your families and loved ones stay safe,” Simon informed them, “but if my word is not enough, then I will allow you to depart. The brands you bear will ensure your secrecy.” 

“If I may ask, Your Majesty,” Leonard replied, “What you said about Prince Louis and the coming disaster–”

“It is all true. My brother slew my father in his own bed, and a second Doom will soon tear our world apart.” Including Leonard’s home of Uyo, if they failed to locate and defeat the Archer in time. “As much as I dislike it, working with Gargauth’s heirs is the most promising option to at least ensure part of our empire survives the disaster. Think on it.”

Unease and confusion settled on Leonard’s and Meredith’s faces as they pondered his words, while Duchar simply stroked his beard thoughtfully. 

“Is something the matter?” Casval inquired. “Why is nobody talking?”

“I am considering how to proceed,” Simon replied, which wasn’t entirely false as he focused his attention on Pallian, “You have served me well, and freedom is within your grasp. Are you certain you wish to serve me further? The path ahead leads to your people’s enslavement.”

“And a bitter irony it shall be,” Pallian replied with outright relish. The mere thought of avenging himself on his tribe left him foaming at the mouth with anticipation. “You have been kind to me, Master, granting me power, magic, and revenge. My loyalty is yours.” 

Very well. The die was cast then.

“Let us go, Casval,” Simon decided, “To recruit our chorus.”



As befitting an army that received most of its funds from the slave trade, Vouivre’s troops could organize a slave raid in record time and with military precision.

The general in charge of these operations was, ironically enough, the very same marilith Dassein had once sent Simon to hunt for a bounty: Echidna Redhand, a six-armed lamia matriarch and leader of the eponymous scalefolk tribe. She very much resembled a crimson serpent with the torso of a fierce, six-armed woman with a wild mane of blonde hair, reddish skin, and pupilless, bloodshot eyes. Mariliths and the equally dangerous gorgons were apparently a throwback to the original form of lamias before they evolved to become more appealing to humanoids, and it showed. 

Pallian’s tribe had had the misfortune of being both nocturnal and less than half a day’s flight away from the sunken kish capital, with Pallian gleefully telling the scalefolk which caves his people lived in, then using a kish song to lull them all into a deep slumber. Three hundred shifters woke up collared and chained by nightfall. 

Simon was thankful Eole wasn’t present to see this. He tried to tell himself the shifters enslaved each other all the time, that this was a necessary step to ensure Vouivre could never do such things again in the future, but it still felt bitter; doubly so when the first new shifter slave thrown at his feet was a petite woman with pale blonde hair and batlike wings merged with her arms. She couldn’t be older than eighteen, and stared at him without a word and a kind of resigned acceptance in her reddish eyes that unsettled Simon… like she had prepared all of her life for this moment. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” Simon asked the scalefolk. 

“I’m told this is the chieftain’s daughter,” Redhand replied without any emotion. 

“So what?” Simon dared to ask, a sick feeling sinking in his gut.  

“When a shifter conquers another’s tribe, Master, it is customary for the winner to take one of the chief’s relatives as a bedwarmer to show dominance,” Pallian explained. “Usually a mate or child.”

Simon suppressed a scowl of disgust. “That won’t be necessary. You can leave her with the others.”

“Why?” Casval asked, sounding genuinely puzzled. “A princess would be a valuable trophy for your hoard and would help you attract a valuable mate during breeding season. My sister collects them like coins.”

Simon struggled to hide his distaste. “Your sister keeps a harem of shifter slaves?”

“No, no, she does not bed them, she keeps them in her larder for emergencies.” The fact that Casval said those words with the same emotion as a man discussing the weather was perhaps the scariest thing about him. “I suppose she will parade them around during mating season. Is that not how it works for you humans?”

“No, not at all,” Simon replied, squinting. “How do you… how do dragons reproduce? I thought you were solitary creatures.”

“That is usually true, but we gather every so often to breed,” Casval explained with his usual enthusiasm. “When we do, we establish hierarchy by the size and quality of our hoards. The more resources we have, the more we are respected and the greater our chances to find a well-bred mate.” 

“So the richer dragon attracts more mates?” 

“Yes, like humans.”

“That’s… more complicated than that,” Simon argued. 

“True, I recall that you allow the poor to breed with the rich sometimes. It destroys social cohesion if you ask me.” There was not-so-small hint of condescension in the dragon’s voice. “Anyway, the more precious metals, territory, slaves, and minions you have, the pickier you can be when it comes to your mate. Noble-born captives like princesses are especially prestigious. The more others want to take from your hoard, the more valuable it is.”

In short, a dragon’s love life was built on racketeering. 

“I see,” Simon decided before focusing on his new acquisition. “What’s your name, girl?”

“Persephone,” she replied with the enthusiasm of a pig waiting for the slaughterhouse to open. 

“Would you prefer to be in my bed, or my larder?”

A dreadful silence followed his declaration, with Meredith and Leonard biting their tongues while Persephone looked horrified. Even Duchar stared at him strangely.

“I was jesting,” Simon insisted, but only Casval laughed. This will be a rough week… “I have no need for concubines, but I will keep you as a retainer. Serve me well, and your people will survive, even thrive.”

The bat shifter didn’t particularly look relieved, but she seemed wise enough to see the writing on the wall. Her new tribe’s master was less cruel and callous than the scalefolk, so she might as well serve the lesser evil.

Either way, Simon’s plan was simple enough: apply the Devil Brands to the entire tribe, turn them into false kish, and then ‘recruit’ every tribe on his way back to Beleth. He would then relocate to the sunken kish capital after settling his affairs. 

The kish palace’s miasma could sustain demons, especially if he moved in his own miasma crystal where the Two-Tailed Fish used to be. He could refurbish it into a Dungeon easily enough and practice his magic there, away from prying eyes. 

“By the way, your joke wasn’t funny,” Casval admitted. “I laughed because you are my friend.”

“I know, Casval,” Simon replied with a sigh. “I know…”
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  It was terrifying what the kish could do, even fake ones. 

After ‘convincing’ Pallian’s countrymen to accept a mass branding and serve him, Simon proceeded to enslave five more shifter tribes on his way to Beleth. Rabbits, cats, wolves, tigers, even centaurs… Their slaving campaign was so successful that they had to halt it when they ran out of collars to properly bind all of their captives. 

The Brand of Envy forced its users to steal someone else’s appearances, so all of his bat shifters now resembled Eole when they transformed. Simon had the sneaking suspicion the original wouldn’t be too pleased when she returned to Telluria to learn her face had become synonymous with enslavement, but this would all be worth it in the end. In the end, Telluria would be free of Vouivre, Endymion, and maybe even from themselves.

In the end, all would be good and Simon could forget this ever happened. 

“Rabbits, centaurs…” Casval muttered to himself as he read from a book. “We are still missing the molemen, the goats, and the hyenas…”

“What’s that?” Simon inquired upon checking the book’s cover, suppressing a scowl of disgust when he read the title: The Beastmen Bestiary.

“With our current catches, we have filled out half of it,” Casval replied proudly. “We must catch them all, Simon. Even the moles!”

“I managed to trade a moleman for a white werebear at a slave auction,” Redhand commented. “They live underground and run away quickly, so they’re rare encounters outside of specific regions.”

“Do you know ape shifters often come in a one-in-a-thousand rare white-furred yeti breed?” Casval asked Simon with childish curiosity. “I can’t wait to catch one!”

Enslaving an entire civilization was a mere collection game to dragons. Simon couldn’t wait to exterminate them. 

The most shameful part was that while these slave runs gave Simon plenty of experience, they still weren’t enough to grant him a new level yet. The gulf between one level-up and the next was growing wider and wider. 

At this rate, enslaving all of Telluria will be hardly worth a level or two, Simon thought grimly. How did the Overlord Class expect him to top that? By taking over the world? 

At least this excursion gave Simon some time and practice to perfect his new levitation spell, thanks to the grimoires he had borrowed from the Academy’s library, Duchar’s expertise, and the bat shifters themselves.

“Vampires can trace back their existence to an Alchemist and Necromancer pair collaborating on a healing remedy for leukemia by using a concoction consisting of demonic and bat shifter blood,” Duchar explained on the way back to Beleth. “Instead of healing the test subject, the elixir—which has been since called Vitae—mutated them into the first vampire, with the creature escaping into the wild to spread the affliction. Though the potion’s original creators refused to transcribe their recipe for fear of another accident, it hasn’t stopped some foolhardy scholars from trying to replicate it, often successfully.” 

“Is vampirism a disease then?” Simon inquired. 

“No,” Duchar replied. “Vampirism is a unique undead mutation brought on by the presence of Vitae in the bloodstream. The substance settles in the subject’s brain and reshapes the body so it processes blood to produce more of itself, which is why vampires suffer from their thirst. The System does not consider it a disease because it is technically beneficial to the host and little different than a hormone, which allows vampirism to bypass ailment immunities.”

“So I could contract it,” Simon guessed. 

“In theory,” Duchar replied with a curious look. “Would Your Majesty be interested in trying it out?”

“Would there be any advantages to spending my days cowering from the sun?” Simon scoffed… until he recalled that he could cast an entire region into darkness with Edict of Eternal Night. I guess I could share the shade with everyone else.

“Plenty,” Duchar replied calmly. “Vitae grants vampires enormous strength, speed, and resilience, suppresses diseases, sharpens their senses, and grants them eternal youth as a baseline. The more a vampire feeds, the more potent their Vitae becomes, which in turn unlocks abilities such as hypnotizing individuals through eye contact, shapeshifting into nocturnal animals they have fed on, draining the lifeforce of others with a touch, and even manipulate their own blood for spellcasting.”

“Their own blood?” Simon’s eyes widened slightly. “You think this power would synergize with my Darkblood?”

“Indeed, the idea crossed my mind.” Duchar smiled with excitement. “Extremely old and ravenous vampires eventually gain such potent mastery over their Vitae that they unlock powerful, innate blood sorceries. They can use their Vitae to enhance their spells, create weapons, and even manipulate the blood of others to move them like puppets. The potential interactions with Your Majesty’s demonic bloodline are… fascinating.”

Simon couldn’t lie, the idea of unlocking unique blood magic appealed to him, especially if it somehow granted him more insight into his own Dark Visionary gifts… but being forced to hide from the sun and drink blood for the rest of his life sounded too crippling, even with Edict of Eternal Night partly mitigating the risks. 

Perhaps he could look into it in a future reign, if only to see what latent powers he could awaken within himself and hopefully reverse-engineer them. He didn’t think vampirism would travel back in time with him since it was a physical mutation, and it might provide him with much needed experience.

“Let us just concern ourselves with vampiric flight for now,” Simon said. “From what I understand, they can lift themselves up with miasma-powered telekinesis?”

“Yes, like all undead, vampires use miasma rather than mana,” Duchar confirmed. He sounded a little disappointed by Simon’s refusal to try out vampirism. “Vitae strengthens a vampire’s brain and helps them develop psychic abilities like telepathy with their spawn and telekinesis. They can instinctually float by manipulating their own bloodstream and miasma, a process Your Majesty could emulate.”

Simon put that theory to the test, tuning his flight spell into a Darkness-aligned one focusing on manipulating the Darkblood coursing through his veins. It took him a few tries, but his Darkflight eventually allowed him to begin floating in the air by the mere strength of his will, his cloak of miasma fluttering behind him like ebon wings.

Simon immediately identified two issues with the spell: first of all, it didn’t grant him innate maneuverability in the air, so it would take him intense training to learn how to fly straight with the same grace as any shifter; and second, it burned through his miasma reserves at all times, even with Mageling halving the cost. Simon wouldn’t be able to keep it active at all times with his current power.

Still, he would have time to train with it. 

Simon’s group split from Casval, the scalefolk, and their slaves to return to Beleth as if they had simply gone on a short hunt. His retainers had had time to consider their positions, and while Duchar unsurprisingly didn’t care all that much about relocating his laboratory eastward now that Simon had transferred his son’s soul into a better container, Meredith and Leonard had come to the opposite decision. 

“You wish to leave my employ?” Simon asked with slight disappointment. 

“We have discussed the matter between us, and reached the same conclusion,” Leonard admitted, picking his words well. “While we have sworn an oath to serve… Your Majesty’s decision to ally with Gargauth’s heirs to take arms against Endymion does not sit well with us.”

“I told you this was a temporary arrangement until I can deal with them,” Simon countered. “And Louis murdered my father on top of that.” 

“I have no desire to align with the War Party, and this talk of a second Doom worries me,” Leonard replied calmly. “However, I believe Your Majesty should ally with more sensible heads like Lord Paimon rather than this Vouivre. Letting her acquire power is… unwise.”

“Everyone who remembers Gargauth’s time considers His Majesty Balzam’s rule a golden age by comparison,” Meredith added. “Slavery and brutality are all that await our people should they return to power.”

She was right, of course, at least within the framework of a single history. Allying with Vouivre would lead Endymion to ruin… yet in the long run, infiltrating the dragons’ organization and learning how to dismantle it would save their nation. 

“I swear we shall not reveal Your Majesty’s secrets,” Meredith insisted. “We are grateful for the opportunities you gave us, but…” A scowl formed on her face. “We fear your chosen path leads to ruin.”

Simon remained silent for a moment as he pondered their words. They were clearly afraid of his reaction, yet brave and loyal enough to speak their minds. He appreciated that about them, and he didn’t fault them for their choice. They had died for him before and constantly followed him into very dangerous situations, but even the patience of saints could run out.

“I understand,” Simon replied, much to their immense relief. “Truthfully, I was considering assigning you to Anna’s and Tiella’s protection either way, so you could watch over them in my absence.”

“This would be an acceptable assignment, yes,” Leonard concurred. “I am deeply sorry, Your Majesty.”

“No need to apologize, you two. You do what you think is right.” Simon sighed. “And so will I.”



Simon sent Duchar to gather his family and their belongings, ordered Belzemine—who had returned from the capital—to rendezvous with them for swift teleportation, and then returned to the Academy to bid goodbye to Anna, pack his things, and return the vampire book to the library. 

No need to depart like a thief.

He didn’t have to look for Anna for long, since he found her waiting for him in his room, sitting with her arms crossed and a grave look on her face. Two cups of tea were steaming on his table. 

“You’re late, Simon,” Anna chided him with a frown. “Where were you?”

A strange feeling immediately seized Simon, and a subtle chill traveled down his spine. He looked around the room, searching for the source of his unease. 

Anna frowned. “What is it?”

“I… I don’t know,” Simon admitted. He had the feeling that something was wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on what. The lights were sharper somehow. “The room looks… brighter than usual, somehow?”

“Yes, because I’m in it,” Anna quipped. “You’ve entered a no-brooding zone. It’s time to lighten up as you explain yourself.”

Simon let out a sigh and sat at the table. “You won’t like it.”

“I’d already gathered that on my own, thank you.” Anna bit her lip. “What’s going on, Simon? I can hardly recognize you anymore.”

“It’s still me.”

“Is it? I don’t recall the Simon I knew threatening to shove someone’s heart down his girlfriend’s throat, or looking at me like you do.” Anna shifted in her seat. “It’s like… it’s like you expect me to say something, and get disappointed when the wrong words come out of my mouth. It’s unsettling.”

You’ve always been too insightful for your own good, Anna, Simon thought. Or perhaps she simply knew him too well. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what is it?” Anna pushed. “You’re not doing well, Simon.”

“I just… I just need time to finish something,” Simon replied evasively. He couldn’t exactly tell her the truth. “Then everything will return to normal.”

“Finish what?” Anna’s scowl deepened. “And ‘return to normal’? Do you hear yourself? You smashed Thalas—a trueborn prince—against a table, in public. There's going to be consequences to that. You’re lucky he was too spooked to bring the inquisition down on you.”

Simon recalled that Anna had saved his hide once in a past reign, when he had been the one needing help rather than Thalas. Now such threats hardly phased him, and Anna appeared to notice. 

“I don’t think you understand the seriousness of your situation, Simon,” Anna said with concern, “If Euphemia learns what happened–”

“Don’t worry about that, Anna,” Simon said as he grabbed his cup of tea. “It doesn’t matter as much as you think.”

“Of course I worry.” Anna shifted in her seat. “See, that’s what has been bothering me since you arrived here. You feel so… so disconnected from everything. Like you’re walking on a stage and going through the motions. You’re acting rather than being.”

Simon scowled in annoyance. Why were they even having this conversation? He had come here to warn her about the dangers threatening her in a way that wouldn’t spook her, and yet here he was, seething in his seat.

Why did this reign anger him so much in particular? Why couldn’t things just unfold as they were supposed to? All he had hoped for was to enjoy his time here with his friends, and yet he only found frustration. 

Is it stress from the Dark Visionary ritual messing with my mind and patience? Simon wondered as he brought the tea to his lips. It’s like I can’t relax anymore nowada– 

The tea burned his tongue and throat like acid.


Supereffective damage!



The surge of pain was sharp and immediate, causing him to throw the teacup against the nearest wall. He rose from his seat in surprise and incomprehension, breathing steam. 

“What the–” Simon covered his mouth, the taste still acrid in his mouth. “Poison?!”

“It’s holy water,” Anna replied, frowning with anger as she bolted out of her seat. “Oh Lightstone of the ancients, exorcize this wicked thing!”

The ground beneath Simon’s feet brightened and holy light immolated him. Divine energies surged, entered his body, and then set his very soul ablaze. 


Supereffective damage! 



Simon had suffered far, far worse across the reigns, but it still itched all over. He growled and tried to move, only to hit a near-imperceptible wall keeping him trapped in place. A ring-shaped barrier of mana and swirling runes had risen around him.

Moreover, the door burst open to reveal Isabelle Barbatos and Thalas rushing into the room. The latter had put on his Berserker garb, and the former wore black feather-adorned mantle and robes that reminded Simon of Remedia’s Mage outfit, if less detailed. As for Anna, she had triggered her Lord Class, her hands shining with the Light Megalith’s holy power. 

Anna…

Anna had betrayed him?

“The glyph is reacting,” Isabelle noted, scowling. “He’s a demon.”

“I knew it!” Anna glared at Simon with a mix of concern and fury. “Whoever you are, whatever you are, get out of my cousin’s body!”

“You…” Simon’s eyes widened in shock as he put two and two together. “You think I’m possessed?”

“I knew something was wrong with you from the moment you arrived in Beleth!” Anna glared at him. “Simon, you must fight it! That thing inside your heart is twisting your mind!”

“Just go along,” Thalas said, with far less relish than Simon would have expected in this scenario. He sounded almost grim. 

“This is nonsen–” Simon grunted in pain as the light intensified from the exorcism. 

He still couldn’t believe his lie had turned against him. Simon had blamed his soul wound on a failed attempt at demonic possession, so Anna must have assumed his outburst at Thalas was a sign Belzemine hadn’t done a good enough job at curing him. 

No demon possessed him, but his Class caused magical effects to treat him as a fiend. The exorcism was chipping away at his life. 

“Your exorcism isn’t powerful enough to expel the fiend, Anna,” Isabelle said, magic swirling in her hand. “Light Ham–”

Mindflayer!

Simon had spent enough time binding demons to learn the limits of binding circles, including the great danger mind-affecting spells represented during those cases. His psychic energies crossed the ring and struck Isabelle before she could complete her spell, breaking her concentration and sending her reeling back. It said a lot about her expertise and mental strength that she didn’t fall to her knees in pain at the sudden attack. 

Activating Nightveil to shroud himself in impermeable darkness and hide his true Class outfit, Simon put on his Overlord armor and basked in its power. “Anna, step back now!” he warned her before smashing the ground with his fist. “Chaos Wave!”

Exorcism circles were near unbreakable to demons, but the ground on which they were drawn was another matter entirely.

His spell shattered the floor beneath him, causing much of it to collapse and break the ring along with it. Thalas quickly grabbed and pulled Isabelle back before she could slip into the growing hole in the middle of the room, while Anna barely managed to leap back to a safe corner. The ground collapsed into the bedroom below, burying a couple of screaming students who had the misfortune of copulating right beneath the falling debris. 

As for Simon?

Simon floated in the air with Darkflight, like a shadowy ghost hovering in the void. Although his Class outfit was shrouded in darkness, his cover was ruined. His blood boiled with anger and his hands crackled with lightning. 

“You…” Simon glared at Thalas, who had pulled Isabelle behind him. “This is all your fault again, isn’t it? You can't help but ruin things for me!”

“Anna, take cover–” Thalas barely managed to raise his axe to intercept the torrent of Hellthunder lightning Simon threw his way. The bolts set the carpets and nearest wallpaper on fire while throwing the Berserker back. 

“It’s always your fault!” Simon snapped angrily. “Even when I try to help you, you find a way to–”

A Starshot spell hit him in the back. 

The spell was too weak to harm him more than a slap would, but it still shocked Simon. He turned to look at Anna, who was now pointing her mana rapier at him. Her stance was uncertain, torn between fear and resolve, her expression one of concern and dread. 

Was she… afraid of him? Of Simon?

“Why can’t you see me as I am, Anna?” Simon asked in disbelief. 

“I am seeing you as you are, demon!” Anna replied, clenching her jaw. “Release Simon, now!”

What… What’s going on? Simon couldn’t help but look at his hands shrouded in darkness, then back at the look of fear in Anna’s eyes. What’s happening to me?

But he had no time to think. Isabelle had recovered from her Stun ailment enough to incantate and Thalas was preparing to leap at Simon, weapon first. The Overlord acted on instinct, calling upon his limited control of Darkflight to fly past Anna in a flash.

Simon crashed through the window and fled into the night.

  

    
        Chapter 142: Vouivre Delenda Est (8)

    
    
    
    
  What did he do wrong?

The question was on Simon’s mind the whole night after his escape from the Academy, first through Darkflight and then by teleportation after rejoining Belzemine and the Honorius family. No matter how much he reconsidered all of his previous interactions with Anna, he drew a blank at what specifically caused her to turn against him. 

Was it the mention of failed demonic possession? The fight with Thalas? It had to be that. He had been careless when he engaged his half-brother in a fistfight while trying to stay incognito. A bastard shouldn’t strike a prince of the blood unless he wished to lose his head. That was a wisdom he understood very well before the reigns, but which he had forgotten as he grew in power. Isabelle and Anna must have then discussed the incident until the subject of demonic possession—which Simon had blamed his Dark Visionary-related sickness on—and then reached the wrong conclusion. Simon would keep it in mind for future reigns to ensure he stuck to a specific script.

But that didn’t explain why Anna rebuffed him prior to the confrontation. As far as Simon could recall, he hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary except perhaps mentioning the Light Megalith. Maybe she picked up on some of the miasma residue surrounding him from the Dark Visionary ritual due to her connection with the Light? 

What did he do wrong? What specific deed caused that whole chain of events to spiral into such chaos? What line, what telltale action caused Anna to react like that?

“So far, interrogations have mostly focused on signs of demonic possession,” Leonard informed him through telepathy. He and Meredith had been immediately approached by Dassein’s soldiers after their master’s flight. “We told them that, not having been acquainted with you before our departure from Frightwall, we had no frame of reference to draw from. I cannot tell whether they bought the excuse or not.”

“Deny everything, and warn me if they put you under magical examination,” Simon ordered them. He had hidden their brands for safety, but it hadn’t stopped the coalition that brought him down in Cocagne from noticing Shabram’s and tracking him down. “You saw nothing wrong. Our bounty hunt outside Beleth’s walls was just that, a failed hunt.”

“Yes, of course.” There was unease in Leonard’s tone. Had he come to believe that possession nonsense, too? “As Your Majesty wishes.” 

Simon grunted and brooded on his icy throne. After his flight from the Academy, Simon had ordered his new slaves—demons and shifters—to restore the Kish Palace as his new Dungeon residence. He had to admit the frosty throne room did add a certain fearsome aura to his new residency. The cold didn’t bother him thanks to his strong Frost affinity, though some of his retainers did have to put on coats. 

“–levels of cortisol and adrenaline are abnormally high,” Duchar said as he read his notes. “The acidic nature of Your Majesty’s blood makes sample analysis difficult, but the symptoms are consistent with a patient facing constant and elevated levels of stress.”

“The soul wound and accumulated mental fatigue must have delayed recovery,” Belzemine concluded. 

“But I’ve already regained my strength,” Simon argued with his doctors. Besides the fact that it was true, Casval was in the room—in his dragon form no less—and he had no intention of showing weakness in his presence. 

“A wound may heal, but scars take longer to fade away,” Duchar noted. “The fact Your Majesty drew upon hateful memories to heal himself may have tilted your emotional state towards anger or flight-or-fight emotional responses. I would suggest practicing meditation.”

“What you need is some hoard time,” Casval suggested. “A good night’s sleep on your riches, a you-time with no interruption. It usually soothes my nerves.” 

“And if that doesn’t work?” Simon replied with a hint of annoyance. 

“Then I go on a vacation,” Casval replied. “I visit a village of poor humans, I take their generous tribute, then I add it to my hoard so it grows. That way, I am reminded I am wealthy and others are not.”

Simon had to admit that bullying Thalas would have improved his mood right now, but the Berserker was unfortunately out of his reach for the moment…

“Is there anything that Your Majesty finds relaxing?” Cassandra asked with a hint of genuine concern. 

“I like theater and operas,” Simon admitted. 

“Then we go to Bujan to recruit the Bard after my sister returns,” Casval suggested with enthusiasm. “Friends do go on vacations together.”

“Do you want me to bring one of your new concubines to entertain you, Master?” Pallian suggested. “A few of them can sing and dance.”

“That…” Simon briefly considered it, and then hated himself for doing so. “That won’t be necessary. Leave me alone to think.” 

He dismissed his retainers to ruminate on everything, before an idea crossed his mind. 

“Wait, Cassandra,” he said as she prepared to leave the room with the others. “Stay here a little longer.”

She perked up in slight surprise, but lingered behind. “What is it, Your Majesty?”

“Beforehand… I need your honest opinion, Cassandra.” She had always been far wiser than her years suggested and had been a good source of valuable advice in his Magvolia reign. Perhaps she could explain what went wrong in this one. “There is something that gnaws at me.” 

“I suspected as much,” Cassandra admitted. “Your Majesty looks a little angrier each time I see him.”

“Is it so visible?” Simon let out a sigh. “I’ve… I have a friend at the Academy called Anna. My honorary cousin. We’ve been close before and I was eager to meet her again, but…” Simon folded his hands thoughtfully. “When we met again, it was like she didn’t recognize me. I tried to act as I did before, and yet it seemed my very presence disturbed her.”

“I see.” Cassandra pondered his words. “How long has it been since you last saw this Anna?”

“A… a few months?” Simon struggled to remember after living figurative years throughout the reigns. “It can’t have been more than a few months. I said all the right things, and yet I alienated her. I don’t see where I misstepped.”

“Maybe Your Majesty didn’t misstep,” Cassandra replied. “Maybe you simply changed.”

Simon’s fists clenched on their own. “What does that mean?”

“You said you acted as you did before,” Cassandra pointed out. “So you weren’t really like how you were before. You were faking it.”

Simon shifted in his seat, her words rattling him. “You’re saying Anna noticed something off, even though I said what she expected to hear?”

“I think she noticed something off, especially if she knows you well. I can always tell when my father and my brother lie to me, even when they mean well. The body, the face, the way we carry ourselves, our voice… the truth always bleeds through when we do not pay attention.”

Did Anna truly know him so well? Then again, she had been one of the few people who interacted with him on friendly terms before the reigns alongside Lauriane, who had also noticed a change in him.

“Cassandra… What was your first impression of me?” Simon inquired. “Be honest.”

Cassandra put a finger on her lips. “Someone tense, tired, and always on edge. Someone dangerous who I mustn’t cross.” She paused a second before adding, “A man with blood on his hands.”

“Even before I said anything?” Simon frowned. “What made you think that?”

“I cannot say exactly. A chill running down my spine? Your Majesty has a threatening presence. It is noticeable.”

“I… see.” Simon had been fresh off a reign he spent as a mob boss of the Cobweb, on top of all the traumatic truths he learned from the Dark Visionary ritual, and he hadn’t been truly weak in a very long time. But still, to inspire such dread in a girl he had technically just met at first sight… was his power starting to bleed through his actions and body language even when he paid attention? “Thank you for your honesty.”

Cassandra nodded and departed the room, leaving Simon to ponder her piece of wisdom. Had he changed so much that he simply couldn’t hide it anymore? 

Simon knew the reigns had taken their toll on his psyche. He had done things he would never even have considered when he first woke up with the Overlord Class and accepted that, yet his time at the Academy had been uniquely frustrating. Why did his reunion with Anna unsettle him so much? 

Because I had hoped I could wash my hands of those reigns and forget it all, Simon thought as he looked at his gauntleted palms. I thought I could relive better times if I repeated the right steps. That I had some sanctuary I could retreat to.

But… people weren’t golems that reacted a certain way with a press of a button, and neither was he a perfect actor. All the stress he had accumulated from the Dark Visionary ritual, the Cobweb reign, the loss of Remedia and everything else beforehand had taken its toll on him. His soul wound mustn’t have helped matters either. 

And Anna had been right, he was only playing the student, repeating classes he had already lived through out of boredom. After everything he had gone through, he couldn’t truly relive those peaceful Academy days, no more than he could relive his childhood in spite of his immense power.

And it infuriated him. 

“Are you laughing at me right now, all three of you?” Simon snapped at the empty throne room. He didn’t feel any presence, but he knew those three were watching. “Does it amuse you to see me like this? Do you find my pain and loneliness entertaining?”

He received no answer, and didn’t need any. He already knew the truth.

He was stuck with them for many lifetimes. 

—--

With little else to do besides enslaving shifter tribes, Simon decided to occupy himself by practicing his Demonbinding. 

His thralls had established a laboratory in one of the palace’s wings, filling a hall with worktables, vats of liquid, and bookshelves full of Duchar’s books on anatomy, alchemy, and necromancy. Lorimor, the subject of today’s experiment, was sitting in a binding circle under Hector’s watch. The undead Executioner now possessed an improved version of his own body through the helmet he inhabited, and kept his Class outfit on at all times thanks to the Dungeon’s ambient miasma empowering him. 

“How are you holding up, Hector?” Simon asked his retainer once he walked into the laboratory with Duchar, who had insisted on being present.

“Quite well, Your Majesty.” Hector no longer rasped when speaking, and his sentences were no longer broken by short periods of silence. “My mind hasn’t been so clear in many years.”

“I have high hopes for your next vessel, my son,” Duchar said. “Soon, you will be as good as new… in a manner of speaking.”

“Today’s experiment ought to provide valuable data on that front,” Simon mused as he turned his attention to Lorimor. “Are you certain you wish to proceed?”

“My life is yours, oh Lord of Dark,” Lorimor replied obsequiously. “To become one with the Abyss by the grace of your powers… it is an honor beyond words.”

Well, at least he was happy about it. Many of Simon’s retainers had begun to trail behind him in levels, and merging a few willing candidates with demons was a promising avenue to correct that issue. It would also teach Simon the limits and influence of demonic possession.

“Does the demon’s power influence the possession process?” Simon asked Duchar. “I know for a fact the Zodiac Fiends can only possess hosts with certain attributes.”

“Archfiends are usually restricted to specific hosts due to their unique nature, yes,” Duchar confirmed. “Otherwise, lesser demons can possess anyone who agrees to form a contract with them or who sells them their soul. They can attempt a merger without explicit consent, but the target must be vulnerable to spiritual influence for the attempt to succeed.”

“Like by being a Darkblood or Visionary,” Simon guessed.

“Usually, but not only that,” Duchar said. “Demons naturally seek a vessel that resonates with them, like a hand seeking a glove that fits it. A lustful demon will find itself more at home in an individual focused on carnal desires, the same way a greedy demon would find itself right at home in a landlord’s body. In general, the more harmonious the pairing, the quicker and easier the possession.”

“And can multiple demons possess a single host?”

“To a point,” Duchar replied. “When multiple demons possess a single body, the host becomes something of a spiritual pressure cooker. The various fiends merge into a composite entity with the subject’s soul serving as a lynchpin called a ‘legion’, which then usually violently bursts out of the body. The more demons merge before this rupture event occurs, the stronger the creature.”

Let’s not waste Lorimor on that, then, Simon thought. As much as he disliked the cultist, he was still a mostly loyal follower. Come to think of it, Deathmastery lets me infuse inanimate objects with any spirit bound to my will. Would demonbound fiends count? I should test that later. 

Either way, quite a few of Simon’s demonic servants had voiced interest in merging with Lorimor, either out of curiosity or to strengthen themselves. Gazers and watchers in particular seemed keen on possessing a Scholar, likely because they preyed on paranoia and the shame of secrets being revealed. What better soulmate could there be for their kind than a man damned by his own overwhelming curiosity?

In the end, Simon settled on binding a watcher to Lorimor. He summoned the monster inside the circle, and then witnessed its miasma form entering the Scholar’s mouth and nose like smoke. He sensed the echo of the merger through his Devil Brands as the human soul and demon merged. 

Lorimor immediately underwent a monstrous transformation as the demonic presence warped his flesh and soul. His skin turned into a dark shade of purple as bloated eyes began to open all over him, in his palms, on his torso… his face drowned in them until most of his skull became a squirming mass of ocular organs. Only Lorimor’s mouth remained of his face, his teeth morphing into sharp fangs, while his nails turned into claws. 

Yet the scariest part was the howl of pleasure coming out of his mutating maw, a cry of pure ecstasy. Lorimor had become so twisted that merging with a demonic entity brought him joy in spite of his body’s horrific twisting.

Completing the fusion also provided Simon with a rush of experience that finally pushed him over his next level’s threshold. 


Level 61 Overlord Perk: Warmonger VII (Active): You can transform your Overlord scepter into any type of weapon you wish, such as a bow or sword; though it doesn’t change the stats, it does let you use weapon-exclusive techniques. 



The rush of pleasure that followed the level-up eased his mental stress somewhat, though Simon found the Perk slightly disappointing since he had no weapon technique of his own. He guessed he should probably invest a few reigns into mastering a few. 

“How… rapturous…” Lorimor said, his voice now deeper and more ominous, his hands touching the bulging mass of eyeballs his skull had turned into. Hector readied his axe to kill the Scholar should he prove rebellious, yet he was clearly more enamored with his transformation than anything. “So much knowledge accumulated over so many decades, so much fear…”

“The Devil Brands are still there, and they remain bound to me,” Simon noted. A possessed Eole had been able to burn off slave tattoos a few reigns back, but it would take more than that to shake an Overlord’s hold over his subject’s soul. “Can you still use your Class, Lorimor?”

“A Scholar I still am, my master…” Lorimor replied upon putting his Class garb on, the robes hardly hiding the man’s inhuman appearance. “A Scholar of fear.”

“This pairing seems to be particularly harmonious,” Duchar observed as he called upon a small group of undead dummies. “Let us see if he retains the watcher’s powers too.”

Lorimor proceeded to blast the undead dummies with eye-beams for half an hour under their supervision. Watchers loved to use a natural version of the Countdown curse—which let them feed on the fear of people knowing of their incoming, inevitable demise—but they could also immobilize, terrify, petrify, drive insane anyone gazing at them, or fire beams of psychic energies at their targets. The new Lorimor had inherited all those powers. 

“It would seem that Your Majesty’s Devil Brands eased the merging, likely by creating a direct resonance between the demon and Lorimor’s soul,” Duchar noted after casting a few analysis spells. “Such fusions often take days to complete, yet his stats have already solidified into the sum of their parts. He might as well be a watcher with a Scholar Class.”

“My mind is alight with possibilities,” Lorimor said, with Simon noting that he used ‘my’ rather than ‘ours.’ “I sense so many fearful minds outside, waiting to be opened like books.”

Simon scowled. “And what will you do?”

“Read them, Your Majesty,” Lorimor replied with disturbing calmness. “I will learn and catalogue their fears, their dreads, and their shames. I will put all their secrets to paper and draw the patterns until I have unified the grand theory of terror.”

According to Simon’s studies, the personality resulting from demonic possession was driven by a combination of the demon’s focused desires and the host’s wants and needs. He guessed Lorimor’s obsession with forbidden knowledge and the watcher’s focus on feeding on people’s paranoia and insecurities had merged into an academic fascination for terror…

Maybe he could put this new obsession to use. 

“I will commission you a research work,” Simon decided. “All of the Zodiac Fiends embody a primal fear of man. Do you think you could identify what each of these demons represents, and extrapolate some of their behavior and abilities from it?”

“Such a brilliant task… an inventory of primal fears…” Lorimor rubbed his eyelid-riddled hands. “I will compile a grimoire worthy of you, Lord of Dark.”

“Then I shall make you this palace’s official librarian. You may use some of our prisoners and my books for your research, but I forbid you from harming my slaves and subjects.” Simon dismissed his new possessed thrall with a wave of his hand and addressed Duchar once he was gone. “Do you think they could be eventually disentangled?”

Duchar hesitated. “The longer a possession lasts, the more difficult and strenuous it is to exfiltrate one identity from the other. Considering how the Devil Brands served as an anchor during this particular merging process, I fear an attempt at exorcising the watcher might prove… lethal for both participants.”

“Those two don’t seem willing to split either,” Hector noted. “They get along too well. They will resist.”

“So we assume it’s permanent,” Simon said, having feared as much. While he now had a new way of empowering his retainers, he would have to ensure they consented and that they would merge with a partner that wouldn’t utterly twist them. “Keep an eye on Lorimor and monitor his changes.”

Simon heard incoming footsteps heavy with purpose, and tensed up upon sensing a familiar aura. He and his retainers glanced at the threshold to find a certain intruder strolling into the laboratory like she owned the place… which she did, in a matter of speaking.

“I overheard you,” Vouivre said, dispensing with flattery or introductions. “I find value in your research. I have completed my work with the Fish crystal and created some dragonkin with it, but while they are strong enough to reduce the countryside to cinder, they remain a pale imitation of my magnificence. There is room for improvement."

“You would suggest merging them with demons to strengthen them?” Simon guessed. “This might break your control over them.”

“It won’t happen, I assure you of that.” Vouivre smirked thinly. “But do your worst, Overlord Magnos. It will amuse me to see you fail to turn my creations against me.”

Simon scoffed. “Is that a challenge?”

“You could say that.” She crossed her arms. “I’ve heard about your troubles in Beleth.”

Simon scowled. “It’s a minor setback. My plans for Lady Paimon are still unfolding.”

“Are they?” Vouivre studied him for a moment before moving on. “I will not interfere, as you asked… unless you mess up. I would advise you against disappointing me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Simon replied dryly. “I take it you are ready to be crowned?”

“No, not yet. A few tribes are stubborn, but my new dragons will succeed in breaking those your birds’ songs haven’t.” Vouivre met his gaze. “Is it true you enjoy those human ‘operas’?”

“I do.” Casval must have told her. “You want to organize one?”

“No need. The Bard is already planning one in Bujan, and it would be wise for you to leave Telluria for some time until your clutch moves on from their search.” A flash of amusement passed over Vouivre’s cold expression. “Have you ever heard a mermaid sing beneath the waves?”
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  Simon had never traveled underwater before.

Preparing for a trip beneath the waves wasn’t that much of an obstacle, though. Endymion’s army had developed diving suits for underwater sabotage operations under Lauriane’s direction and the Water-Breathing spell—which allowed the target to breathe water like air for a few hours, as per the name—was a mere Tier III one that Belzemine could cast easily enough. Weaving the spell into Rings of Undersea Journey was easy enough.

Simon was less bothered by the idea of entering a mermaid’s den than confronting the Bard. Mermaid Queen Melusine served as the official viceroy of Bujan and had been allowed to retain her Noble Crestone after Endymion seized the island, but the deal mostly happened because an underwater invasion had been deemed too costly to bother with. She exercised little power over the island’s population beyond its shores and her people were mostly left alone.

However, as part of the treaty, she had been forced to surrender her Noble Crestone’s blueprints for study, which allowed the empire to glean much about her abilities. Shabram had sent Simon a rather detailed overview of the Noble Class’ abilities.


The Bard: The artist, the singer, the entertainer, whose voice sings to the heavens and inspires multitudes. 

Strength D, Vitality C, Agility B, Perception A, Magic B, Intelligence C, Charisma S, Luck A.

Stardom Aura (Active): Your presence is irresistible; you can compel creatures with a lower Charisma than yours to look your way whenever you put your Class outfit on. People exposed to your aura also gain a vulnerability to Mental Ailments, ignoring Resistance. 

Artistic Intuition (Passive): You have an intuitive grasp of all forms of artistic expression, from painting to music and so on, granting you supernatural insight into these matters.

Voice of all Things (Passive): Your voice is always perfectly clear and cannot be silenced or warped; it cuts through any noise, and can be heard through any environment, even water or the void. If you lack a throat or mouth, your voice becomes a telepathic broadcast. All beings understand the meaning of your words and songs as if you spoke in their native language. 

Encore (Active): Whenever you activate a Performance spell, it is automatically recast once right after its conclusion at no cost to yourself; if the spell has no set duration, the effect will expire after ten minutes. 

Level 1 Bard Perk: Bardic Song I (Active): Voice Technique. You can sing a song buffing one stat of your choice for all of your allies capable of hearing it; the effect lasts so long as you can keep singing the song. This also counts as a Performance spell for the purpose of other Perks. 



The first few Perks weren’t too interesting to Simon except for Stardom Aura, but analysis of higher-level abilities did arouse his interest. A high-level Bard could summon a whole theater stage, granting them benefits like an Abyssal Domain, improve the effectiveness of mind-altering effects, grant them mastery over instruments, call minions to aid them, and even turn their words into irresistible commands.

The more he studied the report, the more Simon could see the differences with Shabram’s own Dancer Class. Whereas the Dancer focused on buffing oneself and a handful of allies while fighting hand-to-hand, the Bard empowered and crippled armies.

Accessing the best Perks would require leveling up the Class, with all the risks associated with it, Simon thought. He might need an entire reign to focus on the Bard or Dancer before he could access Perks that synergized with his Overlord Class the best, and getting killed before he could devour the Crestones would lock him out of them forever. Simon had considered a possible workaround by transferring Vassal Class experience to the corresponding Noble one, but he couldn’t test his theory without risking it all. Maybe in the future. 

To hasten the diplomatic trip, Vouivre had requisitioned the use of one of the Cobweb’s Attic pathways leading to Bujan’s major port city of Veles. Simon delighted in the irony of traveling incognito with the help of the very organization he had screwed over this reign. She had entrusted the mission to him, Casval, and Belzemine, which suited him well; her absence—and her brother’s presence—also opened a certain window of opportunity which Simon would immediately exploit.

The trio soon found themselves near the same rocky Bujan shores Simon had witnessed from a ship’s deck back when he did that secret mission for Mastemo. A downpour fell upon them, the skies so black the sunlight struggled to break through them, and the sea was stormy. Simon couldn’t see a single mermaid nearby. Casval transformed back into his dragon form soon after he confirmed there were no onlookers nearby.

“I have never met the queen, but I know where her Kitezh nest is located,” Casval explained. “It’s less than an hour’s swim away from here. I will carry you there.”

“Carry us?” Simon asked with a slight frown. “That won’t do.”

“Dragons can swim almost as well as we can fly,” Casval replied proudly. “You’ll be safe.”

“You don’t understand, Casval. Being carried in a dragon’s palm would be beneath an Overlord’s dignity. It will make me look weak, and the mermaid queen will think she has an advantage.” Simon couldn’t forget that they were cold-blooded scalefolk at the end of the day, in spite of their lovely appearance. “It would be better if we were to ride you.”

“Ride me?” Casval gasped in shock. “No way! I know you landbound creatures have an obsession with riding us like wyverns, but no true dragons allow themselves to be mounted like horses!”

“Even by a friend?” Simon replied. He didn’t truly understand why yet, but Casval seemed to have a childish obsession with the concept. “We’re friends, right, Casval? Friends are special. We do things for them we wouldn’t do for anyone else.”

“Mmm…” Casval hesitated. “My sister wouldn’t like it…”

Your sister thought so little of you that she put you under my command, Simon thought. “Vouivre wants results. She will be more proud that we convinced Queen Melusine to join us than anything else.”

“Still…” Casval shook his head nervously. “I’m sorry, friend Simon. I am not yet ready to take our relationship to that level.”

“Suit yourself, Casval. In that case…” Simon put on his Overlord armor, waved his hand, and cast a Demonbinding spell. “Oh denizen of the abyss, scourge of the oblivion sea and devourer of souls, I call upon you, rahab of the depths!”

Miasma darkened the waters and then coalesced into a thirty-five foot long nightmarish sea creature, with the back of an eel, slippery white coils, a terrifying maw surrounded by four great fins, and a single anglerfish lure shaped like a smiling human face sprouting from its front. Rahabs weren’t the most powerful demons, but as befitting of fiends that fed on the fear of the sea, they were well-adapted to underwater environments.

“What is thy bidding, Lord of Darkness?” the creature asked with a deep voice akin to a drowning man’s final gargle.

“I need a mount worthy of me,” Simon replied. “Serve me well, and I will let you loose on the Dragonsea to the west, where you may eat your fill of men.”

The rahab nodded in submission, and Simon proceeded to climb atop it with Belzemine while using Shadowchain to bind it like reins. Casval observed the scene in silence, his draconic visage unreadable. Maybe he regretted his choice, or was he simply jealous Simon moved on so quickly?

Either way, Casval dove into the water first, with Simon and Belzemine following after him. The water filling his nostrils and lungs felt uncomfortable at first as instincts honed through eons of evolution kicked in, only for his ring to filter it into air. While it felt weird, Simon soon breathed seawater with each inhalation.

Casval was about as quick and graceful as an alligator, with his wings so tightly folded against his body they seemed indistinguishable from his scales. Simon’s rahab had no issue following after him into the dark depths. They swam past vast patches of seaweed floating towards the surface, the water growing colder and darker until no hint of light reached them. The rahab’s lure alone served as a source of illumination.

It didn’t take long for Simon to spot movement in the darkness. He thought they were mermaids at first, until a closer glimpse told him he was only half-right: an escort of merfolk had surrounded them. They were the males of the species, and far closer to their reptilian origins than their lovelier female consorts. These creatures resembled humanoid fish over seven feet tall, with webbed hands and feet, green fins, and a long, sharklike tail helping them quickly move through the water. Each of them carried spears and showed off their sharp rows of fangs at their visitors, yet they didn’t dare attack. Simon could tell his Unquestionable Ruler affected them, given the way they gave him a wider berth than Casval or the rahab.

Their escort guided them into a tunnel deep in an ocean trench into a vast cavern beneath Bujan itself. Bioluminescent coral and glowing jellyfish provided as much brightness as the streetlamps in a city above ground, casting light on ancient stone houses, tunnels, kelp gardens, coral reefs, and even the husks of ships and galleys transformed into buildings. Hundreds of mermaids and merfolk flocked out of them to observe their visitors from afar.

Simon noticed two oddities about this place. First of all, the stone buildings below the water were built of old granite, bricks, and marble partly covered in seaweed and anemones; the architectural style matched that of ancient pre-Doom cities, which made him wonder if this place used to be above ground until it crumbled beneath the waves.

Second, half of the cavern remained unsubmerged, with the upper parts of the buildings piercing through a large pocket of air. Casval actually moved there with Simon’s rahab following after until they emerged like alligators out of a lake into what happened to be some kind of well-lit, underground temple with great pillars supporting a stony ceiling… at least until he noticed their curved shape.

Simon quickly realized they were fossilized bones each the size of a ship’s mast, likely the ribs of some massive undersea creature. The creature’s skull—easily the size of a house—lay at the end of the temple, a large coral stage set between its open jaws. A great, iridescent manalith the size of a large cart glowed in the middle of its forehead, providing all the light the area needed.

The temple was full of merfolk guards with enchanted metal spears and tridents, with some even wearing armor—a rarity—while a dozen small pools and enormous shell seats filled with slouching mermaids surrounded the splendid looking stage. Its floor was built of pearly white nacre, with the sides of it drowning in gold coins, gemstones, chests overflowing with treasure, and other loot taken from the surface. Casval couldn’t resist staring at them with barely concealed greed.

At the end of the stage stood some kind of pipe organ… albeit one built out of a conch shell with coral tubes breathing shimmering mist and pearly keys. A small, pretty woman sat on its nacre chair, playing a daunting hymn that echoed into the cavern.

She stopped playing to greet the visitors. She was human, having legs with shoes and a distinct lack of scales over her olive skin, with long black hair falling down the sides of her head and down a green dress. Her eyes were a deep shade of brown, right beneath prominent brows, and she boasted a ruby slave choker alongside pearl earrings. She smiled at her visitors without showing any fear, even at the sight of Casval.

“Greetings, dear guests,” she uttered in Endymian, her voice soothing and quiet. “You must be Lady Vouivre’s ambassadors?”

“That we are,” Casval replied as he stepped out of the water and onto the temple plaza, his steps shaking the ground. “Where is your queen?”

“Away on an errand, but she will return soon.” The woman put a hand on her chest and bowed rather than face Casval’s annoyed face. “Allow this humble slave to entertain you until her return. I was just about to begin another performance.”

Simon focused on her feet as he and Belzemine stepped down from the rahab and walked closer to the stage. “Impressive polymorphy,” he complimented her. She even wore shoes to better sell the illusion. “From the miasma radiating from your dress, I assume it’s one of its properties?”

“Oh?” The ‘slave’s’ smile widened, and her voice grew more melodious. “What gave me away, my good sir?”

Your naked entry in my father’s conquest book. Balzam had rated her human form eight out of ten, and the mermaid one at seven due to the fish smell. “There is nothing one can hide from the Overlord for long.”

“She is the queen?” Casval let out a breath of steam from his nose. “You lied to us!”

“My apologies, my good dragon. I wanted to see if our human visitor could tell the difference.” Her contrite bow was a little more genuine. “I am Melusine of Kitezh, viceroy of Bujan, singer of the depths, and the current Bard.”

She’s better than Casval at playing human, Simon noticed. She didn’t forget to blink for a start, and her mannerisms felt more natural.

“I heard from our friends on Illusea’s shores that Balzam Magnos is dead,” Melusine said softly, resting her head on her palm as she studied Simon. “I assume it is true? Your voice does not match his, Overlord…”

“Belias.” Simon didn’t want his true name to spread too far yet, especially in a court of cold-blooded reptiles playing humans. “Do you have contact with the elves?”

“They try to entice us into rebellion every so often. I never listen, since they offer little I do not already have by doing nothing, but it is cute. Very cute.” Her smile grew to become slightly sinister as she turned to look at Belzemine. “Elves are very lovely singers. Can this one sing?”

“With blades and fire,” Simon replied. “I assume the War and Church Parties approached you to cross the Dragonsea?”

“I did receive emissaries, though I couldn’t tell which side you refer to. I do not keep track of your internal politics.”

“Because you know there is only one voice that matters,” Simon guessed, clenching his fist. “Mine.”

“It is true I signed a treaty with the Overlord… but why would you show yourself here in the company of Lady Vouivre’s esteemed brother rather than bearing the Magnos flag?” A slight flash of curiosity passed in the queen’s gaze. “Does the blood of dragons run in your veins too, Overlord Belias?”

She insisted on the name, to make it clear she didn’t believe that it was his real one.

“Does it matter?” Simon replied. “We will soon bring Endymion to its knees and the usurpers will suffer as they must. Your naval forces would prove valuable.”

“You have also been cordially invited to my sister’s coronation as goddess of Telluria,” Casval added.

“As you can see, our god is the quieter type,” Melusine replied upon waving her hand at the giant skull overseeing the stage. “What makes you different from all previous emissaries I have entertained? What more do you offer?”

“Slaves,” Casval proposed. “We have many of them, and my sister said we can ensure they keep functioning underwater.”

“A sweet song and a Water-Breathing spell is all we need to seize our own, and we won’t risk an army invading our home.” Melusine focused back on Simon and repeated herself, “What more do you offer?”

Simon met her gaze. “I offer inspiration.”

His words caught her interest. “Inspiration?”

“You aren’t playing human to test whether we would recognize you. You shapeshift for the experience, to see our reactions.” Shabram had thankfully provided Simon with a file containing the mermaid queen’s psychological profile, so he knew how to sway her and which weak points to exploit. “It’s what all Bards want, to entertain not just the world, but themselves. The satisfaction of creating something that will last beyond them, the same way this city’s builders achieved immortality through their architecture.”

“You say I will find inspiration if I follow you?” Melusine pondered his words, her head tilting slightly. She then rose up and waved at her pipe organ. “Prove it.”

Her proposal took Simon aback. “What do you want me to play?”

“Anything,” the Bard replied calmly. “Pour out your feelings and soul to me. I want to grasp your essence, Overlord Belias. Your inner self.”

Simon hesitated a moment, then stepped forward rather than look weak. He sat on the seat facing the keys and spotted a book of bound, thin stone tablets. He checked and realized they were partitions.

No. They were Performances. Songs carrying the power of spells.

Simon had never delved into that branch of magic much, though he sensed Adaptive Spellcasting resonate within him the moment he eyed a given partition; ironic enough, considering the Mage Class he took the Perk from couldn’t cast them. His Miasmic Archmage’s intuition told him he could adapt some of the performances here into more… demonic-friendly arrangements.

This one fits, Simon thought as he settled on a template partition, his gauntleted fingers caressing the keys. I haven’t practiced the organ since… since Anna visited us at Frightwall for Lauriane’s birthday.

This memory immediately filled him with melancholy. He took a deep breath and readied himself.

“I believe in you,” Casval said at the back. A great vote of confidence, if there was ever one. “That’s what friends do, even when they think otherwise!”

Pour out my feelings, she said, Simon thought as he closed his eyes. It’ll be one way to share them, I suppose. 

His fingers fell on the keys like an executioner’s axe on a soft neck, filling the cavern with a deep, droning noise. Simon began to sing with them, ignoring the eyes of hundreds of merfolk, mermaids, and the dragon staring at his back.

“The unenlightened masses bark at my walls, 

As I watch from on high, they all look so small!” 

The words poured out of Simon’s mouth, coming from his heart and soul.

“Finite lives, candles fading in the night, 

When the lights disappear, all that’s left is me!”

That was what gnawed at him each time he returned to the Crimson Throne, floating in the void, the past drowning in darkness with all the bonds he had made and all the friends he had left… leaving him alone with himself.

“The past is gone, I can’t look back, 

All that’s left is to fight forward!

Where to go, who to be, 

The only one I have is me!”

Leaving him alone to face those three, judging him, the only witnesses to his deeds!

“I have ghosts in my head–” He felt icy hands on his throat for a brief second when he uttered those words, but the moment passed in a flash, “–and slaves in my bed, but when I rest, all I feel is loneliness!”

Lightning crackled from the keyboard as his melody grew frenzied, and Simon opened his eyes to see ectoplasmic purple fumes rising from the pipes. He couldn’t tell whether they were ghosts or illusions, but they swirled into a horde of skulls that filled the cavern, to his audience’s astonishment.

“I can’t escape this, I have to keep trying.” The memory of Thalas’ insult and the mess that followed his last meeting with Anna flared up, filling him with anger. “So stop biting the hand that feeds!” 

In his next words, he poured all of his frustration at the constant betrayals, at the foolishness of his allies turning into his foes from one reign to the next, and at the constant opposition of fools and paladins alike!

“Follow my lead, obey my creed! Praise my deeds, I’ll give you what you need!” Simon took a new breath and then uttered, with absolute certainty, “Because I’ve got a plan!”

“He’s got the plan!” the ghosts echoed the refrain, with Belzemine soon adding her voice to the chorus out of duty as Simon fed her the lines through telepathy. “The master plan!”

The magic of the Performance took hold when the words echoed in the air, charming everyone who listened; compelling them to go along with Simon’s words for the duration of the song, like puppets on a stage.

“Play my game, respect my strength,

There’s no mercy, only vainglory,

My time stretches into infinity, 

With this victory, I’ll make history!”

“Don’t be bold, do as you’re told,” the ghosts sang, but soon they were joined by a chorus of mermaids charmed into echoing the refrain, “Be thankful, be mindful! It’s alright, he’s in the right!”

In the end, that was only one thing Simon could do in spite of all the setbacks, all the pain and loneliness.

Fighting.

“I am the Lord of Dark,

My pride is unbreakable,

Live or die, there’s no tie,

Keep trying, keep fighting!”

He grit his teeth as he imagined Vouivre, the Cobweb, even his father’s ghost all begging for mercy at his feet.

“My enemies will perish,

The righteous will succeed!”

“Don’t worry, it’s all part of the plan!” the ghosts sang.

“He’s got the plan!” The mermaids echoed alongside the rahab.

“The master plan!” Casval added louder than anyone else.

“Your lord knows best, stop putting me to the test!” Simon snarled, pouring all of his resentment in the final act. “Cease thinking, and praise your king! Call it idolatry, I deserve to be happy!”

Purple lightning crackled across the temple like a thunderstorm.

“Because in the end, it will all be–” He slammed the keys, “–worth–” Then he broke a few with the final word, “–it!”

The final note sent a flash of miasma coursing across the cavern, dispelling the ghosts in a final wail and freeing the mermaids from his influence. A long and heavy silence settled in the temple, followed by claps and applause.

I… I think I’m good at this, Simon thought. Sure, he had damaged the pipe organ a bit, but he felt so much lighter and freer, like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. This was… good. Refreshing. 

He could have sworn he had gotten experience out of it too.

“I love the song of your soul,” said the only soul who hadn’t joined in the chorus: the Bard herself. She rested her head between her palms, eyeing Simon with interest. “What are you going to call it?”

Simon hesitated. The Curse of the Reigns? Too pedantic. An Ode to Loneliness? On the nose, but not quite fitting.

“Your Lord Knows Best,” he decided.
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  Simon ended up spending most of the diplomatic trip taking private musical lessons from the Bard. 

Though he had received some musical education in his youth, Simon never really delved into those studies in adulthood. He was rediscovering a certain affinity for keyboard instruments and blowing horns, and his Overlord Perks could make him a fantastic conductor with the right ensemble. According to Melusine, the most powerful performances usually required an orchestra and multiple participants to perform; miasma variants would be no different.  

The real surprise came when he tried to change his Overlord scepter into a conductor’s baton and succeeded. Further experimentation showed that his Warmonger Perk treated all ‘instruments’ as weapons, so he could also turn his own into a flute, an oud, a fan, and even a small piano. That ability might prove more versatile than he expected. 

“I could infuse the pipe organ with souls,” Simon informed Melusine as he completed a rehearsal of Your Lord Knows Best. Experimentation showed that it worked as a Tier VI performance, compelling both the living and the dead to join in the song at the exclusion of any and all other activities. “It would enhance the song.”

“I wonder if it would give the music more emotional depth,” Melusine said as she sat next to him, observing his performance. “Do you enjoy the pain of others, Overlord Belias?”

“Only those who have angered me,” Simon replied, frowning behind his helmet. “Why the question?”

“I would have thought the Overlord wouldn’t be so picky.” She smiled, and though she managed to mimic human facial expressions well enough, it still reeked of emptiness. “Fascinating.”

“Can scalefolk not feel malice?”

“No, not really,” Queen Melusine replied as she raised her hand. “We can feel contentment and aggression, but those come and go. They do not linger and fester in the garden that is the human heart. For us, enmity is never…” She searched for the word for a moment. “Personal.”

In short, if they decided to kill him, it would be quick and carried out with as much emotional weight as taking out the trash. “I assume you don’t feel sorrow either?”

“That emotion is very curious one. Sailors call some of our songs ‘mournful,’ but we eat our dead and we do not miss them. Nor do we feel emotional pain when we harm one another, though we can feign it well.” She crossed her human legs. “Do you feel guilt when you hurt someone?”

Simon frowned. “I have felt guilty, yes.”

“Even when you have felt malice towards that person in the past?”

Simon’s jaw clenched as he recalled the likes of Thalas and Elaine. As much as he loathed them for opposing him, a small part of him still pitied them for the circumstances of their enmity. 

“Yes, sometimes,” Simon confirmed evasively. 

“So very interesting…Many outsiders I sang to say that while my performances are beautiful, they lack ‘depth.’ I think that’s what I lack… those flavors of sorrow.” She put a finger on her chin, a thoughtful look on her face. “You could stay here, Overlord Belias. I could teach you how to sing, and you can inspire me until I can caress the depths of the soul. A fair exchange, wouldn’t you agree?”

It was an interesting proposition, and one that appealed to him—music soothed his soul and miasmic performances could prove useful—but Simon had too much on his plate for now. 

“You will find inspiration by following me into battle,” he replied professionally. “Can I trust you to join our coalition?”

“Yes, of course.” Melusine nodded happily. “I hope Lady Vouivre’s coronation and the ensuing carnage will inspire a great ballad.”

She didn’t enjoy the suffering of others, yet hoped to find inspiration in their demise. There was something uniquely unnerving about the cold-blooded mindset, so close to human cruelty and yet eerily detached. 

Moreover, she was willing to throw her people into battle for the sake of writing better songs. She would certainly negotiate some terms with Vouivre, like the right to prey on the coasts beyond Bujan, but as she said earlier, she had little to win that she didn’t already get from her current agreement with Endymion. 

She said it herself, Simon thought. Her kind doesn’t feel guilt or remorse. They cooperate for survival’s sake and nothing more.

“What do you know of Vouivre?” Simon inquired after glancing at Casval. The dragon was exchanging words with some mermaids and Belzemine—they were discussing cooking, from what Simon could overhear—while waiting for his ‘friend’ to conclude negotiations. Either way, he looked too busy to listen in. 

“She is atypical, as far as dragons go. She is willing to barter with me even when I rebuffed her earlier threats, and she sent you there with limited oversight. I think she has discovered… respect.” Melusine turned her head in Casval’s direction. “That one is even stranger still. Very different from his sister.” 

“How so?”

“Unlike us, dragons are solitary by nature,” Melusine explained. “They do not truly raise their young. Hatchlings either learn to hunt on their own, or they are taken care of by their parents’ minions until they are driven out of the nest. Dragons do not need the presence of others to thrive, nor do they seek it… Yet that one appears to desire your company and approval.”

He wants a friend, though I’m not sure he understands what that truly is… or why, Simon thought. Was Casval simply curious about the novelty of the concept, since it was unknown to dragons? Or did he want to find someone who wouldn’t betray him to his sister when he finally began to scheme to break her hold on him? “Yet you scalefolk build cities.”

“Because we had to. Our ancestors were cast out by dragons for being deficient. Only by relying on each other can we survive.” She let out a chuckle that actually sounded natural. “We learned that from you.”



After securing Melusine’s agreement to participate in Vouivre’s ‘coronation’ and pledge to send her forces to assist them in their future takeover of Endymion, Simon, Casval, and Belzemine left Kitezh in short order. 

However, they didn't immediately return to Telluria.

“You want to visit Mount Perun?” Casval asked, taken slightly aback by the request. 

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “There is something there I need to recover. It’s only a short flight away, and it won’t take long.” 

Casval tilted his head. “You didn’t tell my sister about it.”

“No. Your sister is an ally, but she is not a friend.” Simon smiled at him. “Can I trust you, Casval?”

“Yes, of course.” Casval blinked a few times, as if to reassure him. “I would rather have a friend than an ally, too.”

The fish is hooked. “Me too, Casval,” Simon said as he bound his rahab to a ring until he had need of it again later and then summoned his phantom steed. He would rather avoid burning through his miasma reserves by using Darkflight, and Belzemine needed a flying mount to travel anyway. “Let’s go.”

The group took to the sky soon after, flying under the cover of dark clouds and through the rain and mist. While the journey took nearly half a day, during which they were battered by the winds and storms alike, it was still more pleasant than the time Simon had to climb up the whole mountain with Beatrice and the other Templars.

Eventually, the clouds cleared up to reveal the icy, flattened mountaintop. They landed at the end of Exodeos’ frozen abode and its frosty pillars, its surface so flat and so smooth the moonlight reflected on it like a mirror. Their arrival hardly shook the eerie, ambient quietness of the place. 

Casval tensed when he spotted the thin miasma coalescing around the central pillar entombing Exodeos. “Is that–”

“Indeed,” Simon said after stepping down from his mount. He removed his Overlord armor to ensure his aura wouldn’t cause Exodeos to mistake him for Mardok and used Anathemic Secrecy to blanket himself in a false aura of Light. “Agnes, can you buff us? I hope to resolve this without bloodshed, but you never know.”

“As Your Majesty commands,” Belzemine agreed before she began casting. “Aegis.”

Once Belzemine finished empowering everyone present and Simon cast his own buffs, he stepped forward toward the central pillar. 

“Do you have a plan?” Casval asked behind him. “A master plan?”

“Indeed,” Simon replied before clearing his throat and addressing the fiend frozen in the ice. “Exodeos, Scales of Emptiness, can you hear my voice?”

The response came, calm and chilling. “–have you come to die, mortal?”

He mistakes me for a mere human, Simon thought as he recalled his last visit. Exodeos only mistook him for Mardok after he put on his Class outfit. Then again, Anathemic Secrecy can deceive even the Light Megalith. It must blind demons too. 

“No, not yet,” Simon replied with the same tone. He had gotten stronger since their last confrontation, and Belzemine and Casval would be powerful allies, but he still had no wish to confront Exodeos if it could be avoided. “I know you have been stockpiling miasma in an attempt to break out of your seal early, so you can bring oblivion to this world.”

“It is the righteous nature of all things to return to the nothing from which they first arose, and to hasten this end is my nature.”

“Then I have come to offer you a proposal.” Simon opened his Inventory and brought out a miasma-charged pair of scales he had crafted back in Telluria. “I will transfer you and your seal into this object. You will then be moved to another area, and released at a later date.”

His words intrigued the bound fiend. “You do not intend to reinforce my seal, mortal?”

“As you are now, you could break it already and escape… but you haven’t, because what would be the point? You would be weakened and stuck atop a mountain far away from all life, left to wait for Abraxas’ blessing. Why exert effort when you can simply wait?” Simon raised the scales. “But what if you could be released in, say… a crowded city?”

“It is not oblivion you seek, but devastation. To use me against your enemies.” There was no amusement nor disdain in Exodeos’ voice. He was merely stating a fact. “As you said, I can simply wait here in quiet meditation for Abraxas to empower me enough to shepherd this world to its end. Why should I do your bidding?”

“I will not force you to do anything… but Valravn will soon,” Simon replied. “The demon of the Twins is free and seeks to bind you, as he did Lotan the Isolator. Unlike me, he will tighten your seal to bind you to his will.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie. While the Cobweb was investigating Mount Perun, Silk and Velvet had allowed Mastemo to secure it in a previous reign rather than let Verney claim it. He didn’t think the count would be in any position to capture Exodeos this reign… but he didn’t need to know that.

“So Mardok’s greed has infected another of our own,” Exodeos mused. He didn’t sound very surprised. “He must seek to ensure Lotan and I cannot oppose Helel’s foolish ambitions.”

“Helel?” Simon repeated, being unfamiliar with the name.

“The Maiden. Strongest among us, brethren of the Dark, yet foolish in her desire to dominate all things. Where the likes of the Water-Carrier and I seek to bring blissful destruction to all, she would rather keep existence languishing under her control.”

Interesting… Simon already knew from Asterion that the Zodiac Fiends often pursued different agendas, but it seemed they were divided between two major factions: one gathered around the Maiden, which sought to take over the world of Brimir for their own, and the more destructive kind that reveled in pointless annihilation. 

Exodeos pondered his proposal before deciding to humor Simon. “Once unleashed, I will slay anyone present, summoner and foe alike; for my justice is pure and does not discriminate.”

“Yes, I assumed as much,” Simon replied. “All I ask is that you wait for our signal. Then you may have your fill of carnage.”

Exodeos was too regal to scoff, but Simon did sense a hint of amusement in his response. “It does not matter. In the end, nothing matters.”

Simon pressed the scales against the icy pillar, causing Exodeos’ seal and entombed body to swirl and gather inside the device. The demon’s crystal soon escaped its prison to find a new home in the fulcrum, waiting to be unleashed upon the world. 

That was easier than expected, Simon thought. In spite of what Exodeos said, Silk and Velvet were right about one thing: the Zodiac Fiends were most cooperative when offered the chance to hurt people. Could he actually destroy the world if empowered by Abraxas, or is that an idle boast? The Noble Heroes did stop him once, but there were twenty-two of them and they were all united… 

“Is that your plan to break my sister’s chains, friend Simon?” Casval asked, his eyes leering at the scales with greed. “A demon of your own?”

“You’re half right.” Simon walked up to the dragon and presented him with the artifact. “This is for you.”

Casval froze in place like a statue, completely taken aback. “For… for me?”

“It is a gift from a friend to another.” A poisoned one. “I couldn’t simply stand by and do nothing after seeing how your sister so cruelly denied you the Two-Tailed Fish. It is unfair for one sibling to hoard all the demonic crystals for herself.”

“That is true…” Casval said warily, staring at the scales with a mix of greed and caution. He wanted the power the crystal represented—an ambition which led him to merge with the Goatfish in Cocagne—yet he feared betrayal. 

“I must warn you that this demon is not as… well-behaved as the Two-Tailed Fish, but he remains a potent weapon nonetheless. Break these scales, and the demon inside will be unleashed, bound to cause destruction upon the world.” Simon smiled. “I know you will be wise enough to understand when to use it best.”

Casval hesitated, then tentatively raised his draconic hand. The dragon’s claws closed the moment Simon placed the object in his palm and quickly drew it to himself, as if he was afraid his ‘friend’ would change his mind at the last second. 

After realizing Simon wouldn’t take it back, Casval clutched the scales close to his chest and studied it closely. The glint in his eyes was almost childish, or perhaps akin to a magpie fascinated by a shiny object. 

“It will look good on top of your hoard,” Simon said. 

“No… No, my sister would take it from me.” Casval’s voice brimmed with frustration. “She takes what she wants, when she wants, because she is bigger and older. She would even take my life if I were to disobey her, the same way she killed the others.”

Simon frowned. “The others?”

“We were more numerous when we were born,” Casval admitted. “My siblings fought for our father’s Chest of Worlds, and my sister killed all the others.”

Of course Vouivre would have blood on her hands from birth, Simon thought grimly. “What’s this Chest of Worlds? I’ve never heard of it.”

Casval hesitated for a very long time, constantly glancing at the scales and then back at Simon. 

“Friends keep each other’s secrets,” Simon lied. “I will not repeat what you say to me, the same way I trust you not to tell your sister about those scales.”

Casval nodded slightly, with Simon’s words untying his tongue. “Our father’s hoard was too big for any cavern to hold, so he created a demiplane to hold it: the Chest of Worlds.”

“Gargauth created a demiplane?” Simon choked in surprise. “Can a dragon do that? I thought only archfiends could manifest Domains, and those collapse after their creator’s demise.”

“It must be a pocket dimension,” Belzemine replied. “Those aren’t Domains connected to a powerful demon’s lifeforce, but rather separate pockets of space capable of holding miniature worlds. Only the greatest of mages or crafters can create one, and their existence is usually tied to an artifact serving as its key and anchor.”

“Did you see Gargauth make it?” Simon inquired, Belzemine shaking her head. He kept that secret from everyone outside of his kin. 

“The Chest of Worlds is contained within a treasure chest my sister has hidden somewhere,” Casval said, his head lowered in frustration. “I alone was spared, because I was too small and fearful to fight my siblings for it. My sister said I belonged to her now, that all I have was hers to dispose as she sees fit.”

Ah, there’s the issue, Simon thought. He had read that a dominant dragon would often steal from their siblings’ hoards when establishing their power, which must have inspired much resentment. 

“That was cruel of her,” he said, “Was that why you sought a friend?”

Casval nodded slowly. “I heard from a minion that friendship is something that once given, cannot be taken. Friends do not lie to each other, and live for the other. That is something my sister cannot take from me.”

“That is true enough.” If we were actually friends, of course. “I swear your trust in me will not go unrewarded. Let this gift be a symbol of our unbreakable bond.”

Casval clutched the scales against his chest, then stared at Simon for a moment and then towards the sky. 

“Since…” Casval actually sounded embarrassed for a moment in a strange, reptilian way, and then extended his wings. “Since no one can see us here, I will… allow you to ride me. Only this once. Because that is what friends do.” The dragon squinted at Simon. “But neither you nor your elven slave must say a word of it, and she will have to use your horse.”

“It is a great honor you do me, Casval,” Simon replied, smirking in slight jubilation. “I swear I will keep this a secret.”

Casval nodded slightly in what could pass for anxiety, offering his back for Simon to climb on like a wyvern ready to take flight. His Warmonger Perk guided him well enough and magically anchored him to the dragon’s back. No amount of force could throw him off. 

“This is… new, but… not unpleasant,” Casval admitted. 

“You have seen nothing yet,” Simon replied before testing the telepathic link. “Can you hear me, Casval?” 

The dragon’s head snapped up. “You’re in my head?”

“My Perk lets me form a telepathic connection with any creature I mount and trust,” Simon replied. The last part was a lie, but it sweetened things for Casval. “It lets us combine our powers, too.”

“Enough to–” Casval didn’t finish that thought, though Simon already knew he was caressing the hope of fighting Vouivre.

“Perhaps, but we aren’t ready yet,” Simon replied, patting his warm scales while Belzemine climbed atop the phantom steed. “Let’s practice first.”

“Yes, of course.” Casval extended his wings. “Ready?” 

Simon nodded, then they flew. 
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  Flying back to Telluria on dragonback was an amazing experience.

Of course, Casval only flew him back to the Attic door in Bujan, but it was still an incredible first flight. As much as Simon loved his phantom steed, its manoeuvrability in the air paled compared to that of a dragon. Casval was faster, more agile, and quicker to turn and adjust his trajectory. He was frighteningly maneuverable for a creature of his size. 

No wonder dragons could lay waste to entire cities from above. They combined the destructive power of airships with an eagle’s grace in the air. 

Simon took the opportunity to test how a few of his prayer buffs worked with Casval, who swiftly enjoyed their benefits thanks to Warmonger. Simon didn’t dare to try casting a cursebuff—since his mount wouldn’t be immune to the negative side-effects—but he could think of a few spells that would synergize well with a living mount like Casval. 

“Feeling your magic is bracing, friend Simon,” Casval said once they landed. “My sister is much better at sorcery than I am, and it gives her the edge in battle.”

“I could cast spells to cover that deficiency,” Simon replied after climbing down, “I am sure that we can achieve great things together.”

Casval nodded and clutched his newfound Scales of Emptiness close to his chest. “I will hide your gift in a place my sister shall not find, until the day we are ready to be our own masters.”

And with luck, you’ll trade one lord for another, Simon thought. All he needed to do was keep worming his way into Casval’s heart until he willingly accepted a Devil Brand. Then I’ll put you to good use. 

Afterwards, they returned to Telluria with a new mermaid alliance under their belt. Vouivre ought to be pleased. 

The first thing Simon did upon getting back to his dungeon was to set aside a music room near the laboratory and craft himself a cursed pipe organ with Devil Forgemaster. His Malevolent Calliope used infused souls to produce air and steam, and had the nasty side effect of cursing the player with paranoia in return for boosting the impact of mind-affecting effects on others, but Simon found its music soothing to his soul. Songs spoke to him the same way Valnean theater did. 

Maybe I should have just focused on art to heal my soul wound rather than return to the Academy, he thought as he did a short rehearsal of Your Lord Knows Best. Queen Melusine had kindly lent him a small partition stele to help introduce him to performance spells, but he needed to adapt them into miasmic variants first. It’s such a strange school of magic… I wonder what else I could do with it.  

Simon sensed a presence entering the room, but he completed his rehearsal without paying them much mind. Ghosts born of the Malevolent Calliope sang his praise and then returned to the instrument once he cast the final note. 

“Did you enjoy the performance?” Simon asked his guest as he reviewed the keyboard.

“Is that the song you used to charm Melusine?” Vouivre asked as she approached, her face blank. “I do not get it.”

Simon looked at her. “What, the lyrics?”

“I understand your words, they just do not mean anything to me.” She crossed her arms. “Why would it be a curse to be alone? Power suffices to itself.”

“Then why do you call yourself a goddess and insist on being recognized as one, if you do not require the attention and worship of others?” Simon pointed out. 

“Because godhood is the apex of power,” Vouivre replied with a thin smirk. “You misunderstand me. I do not need the acknowledgement of others. I am calling myself a goddess, because it is what I will be. That is all.”

“I see.” She has inherited her father’s pride at least. “So there is no one whose affection or existence you value beyond yourself?”

“No,” Vouivre replied simply, without any hesitation. “There are individuals I appreciate, but should they all perish, my mind would remain clear and unperturbed.”

“Even your brother?” Simon asked, though he already knew the answer. “Why do you keep him around?”

“Because he has his uses, and because he is my property.” She snorted. “Is that your plan to eventually take me down? To turn the weakling against me?”

It’s a part of it, yes. “Are you so confident he won’t eventually bite back?”

“He will do so eventually, if he ever gains the strength to overcome his fear of me,” Vouivre said. “Is it not the same with your own followers? Or are you so confident that the benefits you provide them will keep them content?”

She sounded genuinely curious when she asked that, with Simon quickly guessing what was on her mind. “You wonder why your father’s subjects rebelled against him and mine didn’t.”

“That is what bothers me,” Vouivre admitted. “By all accounts, fighting my father was suicide. He was the strongest of all dragons since our progenitor, the Overlord whose wrath turned Navarre and the Deadlands to cinders. Opposing him was madness.”

“Yet my father found many troops ready to rise in his name when he opposed Gargauth,” Simon replied. “That’s because there are things stronger than fear.”

“I know that. Ambition will give wings to cowards should they see that benefits outweigh the risks.” A scowl formed on Vouivre’s face. “But many of your father’s supporters had very little to win by opposing mine, so what motivated them?”

“The other things that are stronger than fear and ambition, what else?” Simon replied. “Faith, love…” He scoffed. “And hatred.”

Vouivre pondered his words thoughtfully. “You say their resentment for my father was stronger than their fear of him?”

“Gargauth squeezed his empire dry, taking too much. Every last piece of coin ended up in his hoard. This created… resentment, building up over decades. It was bound to explode at one point or another. My father was simply the best at harnessing it.”

“Being poor is better than being dead.”

“But when you have nothing to live for, betting your life on a potentially better outcome isn’t such a sacrifice,” Simon countered. “Your father left our people nothing to aspire to besides poverty and humiliation, with no chance of social elevation. That’s what Euphemia and Balzam Magnos offered them: a better tomorrow.”

“And this ‘faith’ in them is what convinced the great Gargauth’s subjects to rebel?” Vouivre meditated on his words for a second. “We offer faith to the scalefolk. Should they serve us well, they will become part of us. You suggest I offer this privilege to my other subjects as well?”

Is she actually asking me for advice? Simon wasn’t sure how to take that. On one hand, any good counsel he offered would only make her more difficult to deal with down the line; but on the other hand, if Melusine was right and she respected him, this could open up more doors and intel on the location of Gargauth’s hoard... 

“I don’t think your subjects would understand what you offer them,” Simon replied, checking if she could understand a rather simple concept. “You need to speak their language. My father secured the Church of the Light’s support by offering to make their cult the empire’s official religion.”

“Which many eidolon and dryad followers resent for oppressing their own religions,” Vouivre noted. “I always sensed a weakness to exploit there, especially in the Berwick Islands.” 

“Faith can take many forms,” Simon added. “That’s why my retainers follow me. They think that only through me will their desires be realized; that the path to prosperity, power, and glory lies with me. That I am their savior.”

“A savior and a goddess… we could make quite the pair.” She moved closer to him, standing up and looking down on him as if to intimidate him with her size. “You could be my prophet.”

Simon scoffed dismissively. “Why would I believe in you?”

“Because I have the strength to make the impossible possible,” Vouivre replied with arrogant pride, matching his gaze. “Abandon your delusions of usurping my throne, submit to me, and become my lieutenant. Your talents are wasted on pointless ambitions, Simon Magnos.”

“So are yours, but here we are,” Simon replied, turning his back on her in a supreme show of confidence so he could focus back on his partition. “I serve no one. Not you, not the Light, not the Dark. I have no god nor master.”

“Then what do you have faith in? Yourself?” Vouivre scoffed. “What vision do you pursue?”

“I told you,” Simon replied, “I will remove the Zodiac Fiends and the usurpers, then we can fight for the Crimson Throne–”

“That is not a vision, it is a plan, and a short-sighted one at that… as befitting of a short-lived human.” Of course, she always found an occasion to add a hint of condescension in her remarks. “What world would you create if you ever won, by some stroke of luck?” 

Simon froze as he pondered her question. Once he won… once he won, and Vouivre, the Cobweb, and all the Zodiac Fiends were slain…  

I… I don’t know anymore, Simon realized. Originally, he had considered either settling back into the life he had planned before the reigns, or settling down with Anna, Cassandra, or Remedia… but the more he pushed himself into the future, the more he drew a blank. Perhaps I could get rid of Filip and marry Remedia? Or make up with Anna… and Cassandra deserves to be happy too…

“You have never asked yourself that, have you?” Vouivre pointed a finger at him defiantly. “How can you say the end will be worth it, as you say, if you don’t even know what the end is? How do you expect to win if you don’t even know what you want?”

Simon’s jaw clenched on its own, her comment rattling him. “And what’s your vision?”

“I told you, I will become a goddess,” Vouivre replied without hesitation. “I will consume the Worldtree, our progenitor, and even the Zodiac Fiends. I will take their power for my own, become a supreme existence, and then transcend this world.”

Simon turned to her in disbelief and stared into her eyes. He found no hesitation behind that boast, no confusion; only hubristic certainty brought about by unshakable pride. 

“Transcend… this world?” he repeated in disbelief. 

“There are planes and worlds beyond this one,” Vouivre reminded him. “My ancestor, the Ur-Dragon, came from one of them… so why should I stop at this one? I am eternal, and there’s so much more to seize. All of creation will be my hoard.”

Such words would be insanity coming from anyone else’s mouth, but she uttered them with such unshakeable confidence—like the outcome was already inevitable—that Simon almost wondered if she could pull it off. Her raw ambition was ten times more terrifying than the likes of Valravn’s cruelty and deceitfulness.  

“Humans spend their short existence wavering and doubting. It is their weakness. I know what I want, and I do what I must to seize it.” Vouivre gazed down on Simon. “Your father was the same. He wanted to become the Overlord to conquer this world and put it firmly under his family’s banner. That’s why he won against my own sire.” 

Simon glared back at her. “Be thankful I’m not my father.”

“True. You don’t know what you want, so how can you hope to defeat me? Hesitation is the death of purpose.” She backed away slightly. “But your Class wouldn’t have chosen you if you didn’t have the strength to rise above your lesser kindred. A manticore does not belong with the sheep.”

“Am I dreaming, or are you encouraging me to become a better Overlord?” Simon replied, trying to understand what she was doing. 

Vouivre let out a small, smug chuckle. “If you’re not the better Overlord, then I will take my birthright back eventually. Find a cause to dedicate your resolve to, or surrender to mine, if you hope to survive.”

I don’t need to find my vision yet, Simon thought, to know you’ll be dead either way.



On the first of Germinal, Endymion’s forces crossed the Dragonsea to invade the western continent in an operation that would become known as the Dragon’s Crossing, ironically enough.

Simon followed the events through Shabram, divinations, and his other allies from afar. Lord Paimon had organized the entire operation with the brutal efficiency of a true Commander. From what Simon heard, it had been a near-complete rout for the Valnean League. 

A few surprising factors explained this victory. First of all, Louis deployed the secret airship fleet—which meant he felt secure enough in his alliance with Euphemia to reveal his ace-in-the-hole—to bombard Valnean infrastructure; and second, Voltobauta had gone missing with his fleet. Spies saw him move to Muse weeks before the attack for a reason nobody could fathom. Simon had the sneaking suspicion it had something to do with Eole and the Adventurer—he did inform her of Alcyone’s connection with Voltobauta—but he had no way to confirm it yet. 

Finally, Norbelle’s betrothal with Prince Verdis had been made official. Although Cocagne didn’t provide troops for the attack, they did lend her the Phoenix and demilitarized the Deadlands border, which in turn allowed Endymion to deploy more troops in Valne. 

In short, Valne had found itself facing a unified Endymion for the first time, and was crushed by it. The imperial war machine had seized the ports as preparation for an all-out assault on the Holy Kingdom of Lore and the White Unicorn, who were marshalling for war.

Moreover, the attack also included an attempted takeover of the Attic based on Shabram’s intel, likely in the hope of either sending troops behind enemy lines or to catch Verney. This led to the Domain collapsing in on itself, likely because its master preferred to destroy it rather than let Endymion reach him. This was sure to cripple Cobweb operations worldwide, which pleased Simon greatly. 

Even better, Dassein had been redeployed to the west alongside many soldiers, with Thalas being named as governor of Beleth and Telluria in his stead according to Leonard and Meredith. He and Anna were still looking for Simon from what he gathered, with Lauriane even providing a cadre of exorcists and demon hunters to help them. 

Beleth was thus at its most vulnerable. Vouivre could already take it if she wanted, but Simon advocated waiting for Endymion’s troops to be more bogged down in Valne and Lore before revealing themselves. They wouldn’t have two chances to take their enemies by surprise. 

They instead spent the month of Germinal completing their assimilation of Telluria’s shifter tribes and experimenting with demonic possession. While Vouivre was too paranoid to explain how she controlled the false dragons, her hold over them was strong enough that she could compel them to merge with fiends. 

Their animalistic instincts made them only compatible with simpler kinds of demons, like those of wrath or gluttony, but the results were encouraging. Simon eventually perfected the process enough to create a small cadre of large and mean ‘demodragons’ with twice the size and ferocity of the original hosts. Those should be more than capable of matching airships in the sky. Simon had lost count of the nights he spent discussing strategy and supply lines with Vouivre, analyzing maps, arguing how to best organize their assets, and plotting the conquest of Telluria. He knew her forces as much as she knew his own. 

Moreover, one of the tribes they conquered turned out to have a certain treasure that made Pallian quite happy.

“A… a Crestone?” Pallian stared at his manalith with wonder. “For… for me, Master?”

“I told you I would give you one if you served me well,” Simon replied. “This is the Hexer Class, a Vassal of the Necromancer. Come on, try it.”

“I…” Pallian hesitated a moment before activating the Class. “Hexer.”

A white, pale, and feathered wooden mask materialized over his face, while skeletal tattoos and tattered robes covered his skin. The Hexer Vassal Class had inherited much of its fashion from its Necromancer template. 

“This Class can form a coven with Witches and hags,” Simon informed Pallian as the shifter touched his mask. “Cassandra cannot wait to teach you magic.”

“Magic…” Pallian repeated the word with wonder, and then knelt in front of Simon. “Thank you, Master. I praise the eidolons every day for having allowed me to enter your service.”

“And I am thankful you did, Pallian.” Simon had grown rather fond of his new retainer, who reminded him much of himself. “Now go enjoy the fruits of your labor.”

Otherwise, Simon spent the month both hanging out with Casval to cultivate him as an asset and learning Duchar’s spells. His soul wound had fully healed by now, so he quickly mastered the Death X, Gigatox, and Putrefy Tier VI spells, then moved on to adapting Dispel and Recall to use miasma. Simon was now leaning towards transforming the former into a curse that turned enemy buffs into ailments, and the latter into a conjuration that would summon allies to him as the Lord of Dark, though he was still exploring other options. 

As for Casval, the two of them simply hung out to discuss his twin obsessions: friendship, and his own kind. While Simon taught him basic stuff about human relationships—Casval only had an academic understanding of them and emotional nuances flew over his head—he also learned much about how dragons perceived the world. 

As it turned out, while they preferred solitude, dragons often formed ‘symbiotic’ relationships with settlements, where they were allowed to inhabit the beast’s territory. In return for a steady stream of tributes, the dragon’s subjects were treated like their property and received its protection from ‘thieves’ or other monsters. Dragon territories used to be among the safest places in the world besides manatrees in ancient times, before the rise of kingdoms and empires. These kinds of agreements were almost unheard of nowadays outside of isolated islands or remote territories after Gargauth wiped out all dragonkind from the eastern continent. 

“Dragons often entrust their clutches to these minions,” Casval explained, his arms crossed and his back against a wall in human form. “But our father preferred to use golems to take care of our hatchery.”

“He mustn’t have trusted anyone with that duty,” Simon said as he finished binding a demon to Hector’s newest Blackmist axe with Devil Forgemaster. He could tell he was gaining a little bit of experience from it, and getting closer to his next level. “Do you think your father had other eggs stashed elsewhere?” 

“No, I don’t think so… And I still don’t know who our father’s mate was.” There was no sorrow in Casval’s voice, nor a hint of a hole to fill in his heart. Either he didn’t care about his mother, or he hid it well. “The golems served us without question and protected the Chest of Worlds on his behalf.”

“Did you manage to locate it, by the way?” 

“I looked everywhere,” Casval admitted. “My sister used to keep it in her quarters in the pyramid before you arrived, but she moved it to a secure location after the two of you formed your alliance.”

Simon had expected as much, but that information was still valuable, since it meant he knew where Vouivre would keep the artifact at the beginning of a reign. “How does one open the chest?”

“You need the blood of Gargauth,” Casval replied. “I can open it myself, as his child.”

“Good to know.” Simon straightened up as one of his imp guards warned him that Vouivre was approaching his palace’s forge with guests. “She’s here.”

Casval straightened up as his sister walked into the room with two familiar faces Simon hoped he wouldn’t have to meet ever again.

“My, my, what a lovely Overlord we have here,” Granny Radhag said, rubbing her hands together. Borsh walked in after her, eyeing the forge warily. “Granny is glad she chose to make the trip.”

Simon scowled and glared at Vouivre. “You told them?”

“I have, since they are yours to dispose of,” his business partner replied confidently. “Verney and the Prince of Spiders have disappeared, and without the Attic to bind it, all of the Cobweb’s strands have split up. They wisely chose to come to me for protection.”

“I do not trust them,” Simon said flatly. “Either I brand them or I’ll kill them.”

“Then brand them,” Vouivre replied, completely ignoring the way Borsh clenched his jaws in frustration. “They’ll accept. They wouldn’t come to us if they had any other choice, and your witch’s coven is missing a third member.”

“Granny would be delighted to guide younger witches who can appreciate her,” Granny Radhag said obsequiously. 

Introducing that baby-eating hag to Cassandra was one of the last things on Simon’s mind, but… Vouivre wasn’t wrong. While Pallian’s Hexer Vassal Class let him join a coven, they still needed a third member to complete it. He guessed he could at least introduce them and smite Granny should she harm his ex-lover in any way.

“I will think about it.” Simon turned to Borsh. “Will you keep baring your fangs at me, wolf, or will you be wise enough to learn your place?”

The werewolf glared at him, but he still lowered his head in submission. As Vouivre pointed out, he wouldn’t be here if he had any other choice. “I will serve,” he relented reluctantly, though his ambition shone in the way he leered at the Blackmist axe and the shadowy, demonic aura around it, “I’m told you can grant men the power of fiends.”

“I can… perhaps we will find you a roommate worthy of you.” Simon turned to Vouivre. “I take it that Uyo is ready?”

“Yes. The goblinoids there have agreed to fight for us, and Melusine’s troops are poised to blockade Valendre.” Vouivre crossed her arms. “The last beastmen tribe in Telluria has agreed to bend the knee. Everything is in place for my coronation.”   

“And once that ceremony is complete?” Simon asked, though he already suspected the answer. 

“Then we march on Beleth, to cast down the first stone, capture Paimon’s daughter, and kill your brother for his Crestone.” Vouivre’s smirk showed her fangs. “The Berserker would look good on you, wouldn’t you agree?”

  

    
        Chapter 146: Vouivre Delenda Est (12)

    
    
    
    
  Lorimor completed his book of fears the day before Vouivre’s coronation.

“Here it is, master,” he said, presenting Simon with a small grimoire with his squirmy hands, “The fruits of my labor.”

Simon glanced at the book. It was black, and made of paper rather than human skin, with its title written in cray on the cover: Darkest Fear: The Thirteen Terrors of Man. Every page reeked of miasma.

“True to your demands, I have organized the fears of mortals into thirteen broad categories and attempted to associate one Zodiac Fiend to each, based on Your Dark Majesty’s information.

“You did well,” Simon congratulated him as he flipped through the pages. The index was split between an introduction on the concept of terror and thirteen different chapters, each themed after a core fear.


The Unknown: Fear of the dark, the unknown, the unseen, and hidden dangers.

The Pain: Fear of suffering, mutilation, torture, and blood.

The Disaster: Fear of nature, cataclysms, floods, and earthquakes.

The Change: Fear of mutation, change, and transformation.

The Lack: Fear of famine, thirst, suffocation, and of lacking something.

The Inevitable: Fear of mortality, time, aging, cycles, and repetition.

The Wrongness: Fear of strangers, wrongness, madness, and false perceptions.

The Loner: Fear of isolation, loneliness, solitude, separation, and enclosed spaces.

The War: Fear of war, violence, strife, and conflict.

The Domination: Fear of loss of control, humiliation, abuse, heights, and falling.

The Nothing: Fear of nonexistence, oblivion, annihilation, and pointlessness.

The Plague: Fear of pestilence, poison, illness, and pollution.

The Predation: Fear of predators, dangerous animals, being hunted, and traps.



“I once considered creating a fourteenth category for heights, flying, and falling, but at its core, they form a uniquely landbound fear that many other creatures lack,” Lorimor said. “Mortals on the ground fear the loss of autonomy and control of a fall as much as the impact itself.”

“It could be linked to the Nothing too,” Simon replied. Exodeos had shown a strange affinity for negating gravity and then sending his targets plummeting down to their deaths, though it could just be an extension of his ‘negation’ purview. “So the Scales is Nothing, the Maiden is Domination, the Goatfish is Pain, the Twins the Wrongness…”

“The Two-Tailed Fish is almost certainly the Change rather than the Plague,” Lorimor added. “Its essence seems uniquely attuned to ice, and what is ice but the transformation of water into another form of matter? It does not use plagues or toxins to transform its targets either.”

The Plague could be the Scorpion then, Simon thought. Its Dungeon was called the Poison Gardens, after all. “What about the Inevitable? I don’t really see the binding theme.”

“The Inevitable represents the fear of something that cannot be avoided. It is the fear that we’ll all age and die one day, that the world will move on without us, and that there is a pattern to it all… it’s the fear of time and cycles.”

Simon scowled. “The Inevitable is the Minotaur, isn’t it?”

“Your Majesty is most wise.” Lorimor smiled with his mouth full of fangs. “We’re all trapped in the maze of time, aren’t we?”

If only he knew how accurate that statement was…

Asterion is the fear of time, of life and death, of passing seasons and vicious cycles, Simon thought as he reviewed the Inevitable chapter. Whereas Exodeos represented existential dread, and the possibility that one would stop existing after death, Asterion embodied the inevitable march of time grinding us towards that unavoidable end. That’s why he can sense the reigns and his brethren can’t.

Either way, while Lorimor’s research might not be entirely accurate and the theme of many of the Zodiac Fiends remained unidentified, his work should allow Simon to see common threads and perhaps guess what abilities they could array against him.

Moreover, while Lorimor hadn’t managed to identify what fear the Serpent-Bearer represented, it didn’t take long for Simon to reach his own conclusions. From what Simon had seen from the flashes he received from devouring Crestones, the Heroes were entirely unaware of Mardok’s existence or true nature as a Zodiac Fiend until he somehow approached Elios Magnos to create the Overlord Class. Even the Oracle couldn’t detect the danger he represented before he transformed Abraxas into a comet-sized plague upon the world.

Simon had wondered why, but seeing this index of terrors gave him an epiphany.

Mardok was the fear of the Dark itself, of the unknown danger not even an all-seeing Oracle could foresee. Man’s oldest and most primal terror. The Overlord Class had inherited his mantle and strengthened it a thousandfold, granting it mastery over all that inspired dread in mortals’ hearts.

“I will study your work in-depth, Lorimor,” Simon congratulated his cultist. “You have done well.”

“I live to serve, Your Majesty.” The cultist blinked with his thousand eyes. “I beg only for the honor to chronicle the horrors that will befall Beleth once we lay siege to it.”

“That you may,” Simon replied reluctantly. He had intended to deploy Lorimor in the field anyway to ensure a quick end to the fighting. I can’t put this off any longer. I’ve dirtied my hands too much this reign to back down now.

It was time for him to confront Thalas and Anna again.



Vouivre decided to hold her coronation on the very plain where she and Simon first met.

While it made strategic sense considering they would be marching on Beleth right afterwards, Simon couldn’t help but wonder if there was some symbolism involved; the birthplace of their alliance would be where their war of conquest began.

Their main armies had gathered there, a vast mass of collared shifters belonging to all known tribes and forced into their beastly forms. Lions, wolves, foxes, and all the beasts of the earth were now united under the oversight of fake Eoles and scalefolk taskmasters. A horde of dragonkin ridden by lizardmen had taken position on the hills nearby, ready to incinerate all things in their mistress’ path. Vouivre counted hundreds of thousands of troops under her command, with those she deemed to be ‘useless’ non-combatants—the old, the sick, the infirm—having been forcefully transformed into warbeasts.

Simon’s personal forces were slightly less numerous, but far more varied and terrifying: powerful demons, watchers, demodragons, his own cadre of shifters, and goblinoid warriors who had followed Granny Radhag from Uyo. The latter had taken on a more youthful appearance with the Brand of Lust and formed a coven with Pallian and Cassandra; much to Simon’s surprise, the three seemed to get along wonderfully well. He had caught them knitting together at the base when off-duty, and Duchar had apparently begun cooperating with the hag on some potion project.

As for Borsh, the demon Simon had merged him with at his request had doubled his size until he could seize a man in the palm of his hands. Simon had forged him a soulbound halberd to further increase his potency. He and Hector would make a fine pair.

A fully-armored Simon watched atop his phantom steed next to Belzemine as Vouivre made her entrance in human form on the plain, dragging a chain holding twenty-five female captives from the various shifter tribes she had conquered. What a supremely disgusting display of power and dominance over a conquered people.

“Citizens of Telluria!” Vouivre declared, her voice carrying through the plain with the help of magic. “I am Vouivre, heir of Gargauth! Behold your rulers, cowed and chained by my magnificence! I have crushed them as I have crushed all those who dared to challenge me! I hereby declare myself goddess of the land of Telluria, your eternal lord and master! You have no choice but to submit to me or be destroyed!”

Simon wondered how often she had made this speech in past reigns, either by using Eole to bring the entire region to heel or brutally oppressing the shifters the old fashioned-way. Either way, the women and brainwashed chieftains of this enslaved nation could only kneel and lower their heads in submission.

And as all of Telluria surrendered to its usurper queen, so did the mana of the land. Energies flowed from its leylines to the plain and gathered around Vouivre like a whirlwind of power. The process reminded Simon of the very same ritual he ran in Magvolia to bind the Stone Muse to his will, and perhaps it served as one.

The mana soon gathered into the spectral shape of a humanoid lion with bulging muscles, bright golden fur, and a reddish maw. His iron crown and armor marked him as a king, likely Tellurian the Great himself or at least an illusion of him. He stared at Vouivre with what could pass for seething contempt for the very brief instant during which he remained visible, before reluctantly raising his hands. A bright Noble Crestone materialized within his claws in a flash of bright light.

The lost Beast had returned.

Vouivre’s eyes gleamed with greed as she seized the Crestone, Tellurian’s image dispelling the moment he lost his treasure. She stared at Simon with a thin smirk of anticipation, and then…

“Hear my call, Beast, Crestone of power pure!” Vouivre boasted, raising her newfound acquisition to the sun. “Bestow upon me my true form, so that my divinity may trample this world underfoot!”

And then Simon saw first-hand why she had craved the Beast Crestone above all others.

A cataclysmic pulse of mana erupted from Vouivre, its mere shockwave sending the chained women nearby falling off to their knees or propelling them back. Dust and grass were blown away to the wind as Vouivre transformed into her dragon form…

And continued growing.

Her terrifying roar echoed across the plain, splitting into five voices howling at once. Her shadow lengthened to cast her troops and Simon’s own in darkness, multiple heads rising to reach out for the sun.

Terror negated by Indomitable Crown. 

“By the gods…” Cassandra muttered behind him as she covered her mouth, Pallian and the others slightly stepping back. Scalefolk, shifters, and transformed dragons alike either froze or knelt in submission.

Vouivre had always been huge, but the creature she had become was a true titan of terrifying proportions. Her wingspan reached over two hundred feet from one end to another, casting much of her troops in her shadow. She loomed nearly thrice the size of her normal form when standing on her legs, her immense tail whipping the ground with enough power to send tremors rippling through the earth.

However, her immense size was by far the least significant part of her transformation. While her body’s shape itself remained mostly the same giant of gilded scales, four new heads had sprouted around her main one. A blue leviathan’s sinuous, fishlike neck and maw loomed next to a red-scaled dragon face with a prominent jaw on her right shoulder, while a black, serpentine head and a white, feathered one similar to that of the eidolon Azulbolla shared the left shoulder. Each of them boasted a crown of horns, though none more splendid than the one adorning Vouivre’s unchanged, triumphant face.

“Can you feel it, Overlord Simon?” Vouivre declared with all of her five heads, each speaking with her booming voice, all of them staring down on him specifically. “My magnificence? My strength made visible? My divine power?”

Simon looked up to her. He had to admit she had become a terrifying creature who could easily crush him underfoot, and he knew intellectually that she could likely decimate his forces then and there. She had reached the peaks of power that Euphemia and Louis had already climbed. Her ten eyes stared at him, searching for any hint of weakness she could pounce on to enforce submission.

And yet, only a single thought crossed his mind…

“Your father was bigger,” Simon replied defiantly.

In spite of her power, in spite of her size, she was still smaller than Gargauth had been… and he too had proved mortal. That gave Simon the certainty he would inevitably overcome her. Likely not in this reign, but that outcome was set in stone.

Vouivre let out a chuckle with all of her five heads. She sounded more amused—maybe even pleased—by his confidence than anything.

“You are brave or mad, Overlord Simon… but neither option displeases me.” She extended her wings to take flight. “Follow in my wake and marvel at my power, then. I shall lead the charge.”

A flap of her wing sent a terrible gust coursing through the plain, casting down false kish and lesser dragons back to the earth and burying the closest people to her beneath a wave of dust. She took flight with a roar akin to a hurricane, passing over her army and inviting her thralls to follow her.

“What was that? Simon asked his retainers as they prepared to join. “Did the Beast transform her into a stronger type of dragon?”

“I… I am not sure,” Duchar admitted. “I have never seen that kind of creature… no hydra has wings either… an extinct, primal wyrm mayhaps?”

“That is no normal dragon,” Belzemine said flatly. Even she looked a little rattled by Vouivre’s new transformation, likely because it reminded her of Gargauth.

Lorimor had more to say. “I have read legends from Telluria that the Beast Crestone can grant people a shape that reflects their inner selves,” he explained. “Wicked souls are punished by being transformed into deformed monsters embodying their ugly nature, while the righteous are granted beauty from their kind hearts.”

Was that Vouivre’s inner self, then? A world-devouring dragon that would terrify even eidolons like Azulbolla? Simon scowled behind his helmet. How much power did she gain from transferring her Vassal levels into Beast ones?

Either way, it didn’t change anything. The die was already cast.

“Stick to the plan,” Simon ordered his troops, both with his voice and telepathy. “Air squadron, with me. The rest of you follow the army on foot and surround Beleth.”

“Yes, Your Majesty!” his troops replied as one. Simon quickly took flight with Pallian, alongside a cadre of gargoyles and watchers. Lorimor levitated thanks to his powers, while Belzemine, Granny Radhag, and Cassandra closed the march atop two demodragons. Duchar, Hector, and Borsh would stay behind to command the land troops

The group soon joined Vouivre and her swarm of dragons in the air, moving straight to their target. Beleth appeared on the horizon within minutes in the dawning sun, its sentries and people unaware of the disaster about to befall their city.

Casval was already inside the Academy to serve as an inside man and connect with other loyalists, so Simon focused his attention on other allies as he cast his buffs and had Belzemine add her own. “Leonard, Meredith, are you with Anna at the Academy?”

“Yes, we are,” Leonard replied. Simon noticed he hadn’t said ‘His Majesty’ this time. There was a slight defiance in his tone that had never been there before, but Simon ignored it.

“Keep her there and do not leave the building at any cost,” Simon ordered. “I cannot guarantee your safety if you do.”

Meredith immediately asked. “What’s happening?”

“War,” Simon replied, “Stay inside the Academy at all costs. It’s the only safe zone.”

Every other command center would be annihilated in the first salvo.

Simon recalled the first time he laid eyes on Beleth, marveling at its stone fortifications keeping the inner ward separated from sprawling farmfields and its shantytown. This was a city built for war, its forges rolling out endless amounts of weapons to equip troops tasked with Telluria’s conquest. Most had left to wage war with Lore in the west, but a brave few remained to hold the line, with Dassein’s keep looming high as a symbol of Endymion’s enduring presence in the region.

Vouivre took five deep breaths, and then blasted them all away.

Each of her heads fired a different attack: all consuming flames, pressurized water that shattered stones, light that burned the sky, a flood of poison, and finally a swirling hurricane. Each of them targeted a different point of the city, blasting the fortifications open like a hammer through glass, annihilating the forges, poisoning the garrison district, and pulverizing the upper part of the keep with more power than any airship could manage. The toll of bells raising the alarm couldn’t cut through the cataclysmic explosions echoing through the city, the detonations shattering windows and sending debris flying everywhere.

Only one thing came to mind when Simon saw this devastation worthy of a full airship fleet’s bombardment.

Vouivre couldn’t be allowed to obtain the Beast again. Ever.

It didn’t matter whether Simon kept it for himself to devour or ensured it remained lost. Vouivre could never be allowed to claim its power for herself in another reign.

The great dragon flew over the city and rained destruction upon it, with her dragonkin slaves splitting up to encircle Beleth in a vast ring of fire. The sentries had sounded the alarm and a few defenders began to fire with ballistae or spells at their attackers, but the suddenness of the attack was such that their efforts were completely disorganized. Vouivre’s aerial forces immediately began to bombard their positions to ensure they had complete mastery of the sky, leaving the soldiers on the ground sitting ducks for the slaughter to come.

In the end, it’ll be worth it, Simon told himself. Beleth suffered this fate in all reigns where Vouivre was free to storm Telluria, and he had caused greater destruction in the past when he devastated Magvolia. No matter what end I pick… it’ll still be better than this. 

“Remember your orders!” Simon told his troops as their group approached the Academy building. “Petrify and immobilize only! Every single student you find is either a potential hostage or future dragon, so I want them alive and sane!”

Cassandra, Granny Radhag, and Pallian split from the group to form a triangle around the Academy and combined their coven’s power. A veil of mana fell over the building, blocking all pesky teleportation effects within its confines. No emergency magical gem would let the students slip through their grasp.

Simon ordered the watchers and gargoyles to strike the Academy’s ring of black towers and fortifications while he, Lorimor, and Belzemine moved into the central courtyard. As he suspected, the most martially-minded students and instructors had begun to rally there to help in the city’s defense. Anna wasn’t among them, likely because Meredith and Leonard kept watch on her in her quarters.

But Thalas was present.

So far so good, Simon thought as he raised a Nightveil-shrouded finger at the crowd below. “Petrify.”

Lorimor’s countless eyes opened to fire paralyzing beams below, while Belzemine assisted with her own spells. Dozens of students and instructors either turned to stone or were frozen in place, with the exception of Thalas, who immediately activated his Berserker outfit and stepped out of the path of Lorimor’s rays of power. He looked up and froze upon seeing his attackers.

“Thalas,” Simon said from atop his flying horse, looking down on his half-brother while being wreathed in a mantle of shadows. “We meet again.”

Thalas’ eyes widened in shock, and he tightened his grip on his axe with a scowl when he spotted the plumes of smoke from Vouivre’s onslaught rising into the sky. The ruins of the nearby keep alone ought to convey the gravity of the situation.

“Have you come to kill me?” Thalas asked, far more calmly than Simon would have expected him to in this situation.

“Not if you surrender,” Simon replied. In spite of everything, in spite of Thalas ruining his time at the Academy, he would rather avoid a pointless fight, especially since he wouldn’t get any experience out of it. “We have come to claim this city, but as acting governor of Beleth, you still have a chance to save its population.”

Thalas squinted at him. “Did you hate me so much that you sold your soul and this city to the Abyss for revenge?”

“Are you still prattling on with that nonsense?” Simon scoffed. “I don’t hate you, Thalas, not anymore. I pity you.”

He half-expected Thalas to explode in anger at this taunt, yet he remained strangely calm besides his deepening scowl. That was… odd.

“Your Dark Majesty,” Lorimor said, pointing at the courtyard’s doors. Other students had begun to rush through the courtyard’s doors, only to freeze upon seeing the garden of statues facing them.

Thalas waved his axe at them. “Evacuate! I’ll hold them back as–”

“There’s nowhere to run, brother,” Simon said as he had his horse land in the courtyard and then stepped down. “Surrender your Crestone and this Academy, and I’ll spare your life and that of everyone in this building. You have my word.”

Thalas sneered and struck the ground with his axe. “Over my dead body.”

“You should choose your words more carefully, but honestly…” Simon summoned his morning star. “I was hoping you would say that.”

  

    
        Chapter 147: Vouivre Delenda Est (13)

    
    
    
    
  Their weapons clashed in a flash of metal.

Both Simon and Thalas had gained extraordinary power thanks to their Classes, to the point that they could probably challenge a cave troll to an armwrestling match and win. The shockwave set off by their clash echoed loudly across the courtyard, neither of them giving an inch.

Simon could tell Thalas still had the edge over him in raw strength, which suggested he was above level sixty, likely around sixty-five or so. Thankfully, Simon’s own buffs more than compensated for this deficiency. 

Lorimor and Belzemine moved to flank Thalas from both sides, but Simon stopped them with a telepathic command. “Leave him to me. Regroup with Casval’s squad and get the other students. Get Anna.”

Beating Thalas by himself was something he needed to do for his own peace of mind. 

Thalas’ eyes widened in horror when he saw Lorimor and Belzemine rush towards the students at the courtyard’s threshold, which gave Simon the opening he needed. “Ruin.”

Thalas’ vision went white and sores appeared all over his body as a multitude of ailments took hold of him, though it appeared Madness wasn’t one of them. Either way, having been blinded let Simon slip past his guard and hit him in the chest with enough strength to throw him against a wall. Simon then quickly followed it up with a Chaos Wave, the shockwave blowing him through the stone wall and into the Academy itself. 

Simon stepped into the hall and realized Thalas had landed in the Tribal Studies classroom, ironically enough. His half-brother had crashed onto Mr. Adrissant’s desk, though neither the teacher nor students were present. 

“Had enough?” Simon asked. 

“Not quite,” Thalas replied as he rose up to his feet. To Simon’s surprise, the sores on his body vanished, as did the whiteness in his eyes. Did he have an item or Perk that allowed him to heal from such ailments? 

More surprisingly, Thalas’ hand reached for his belt and brought out some kind of oil that he poured over his axe. 

“What’s that?” Simon taunted him as he put on his Spell for Speed ring. “Hair lotion?”

“Demonslaying oil,” Thalas admitted. “Sacred Rune.”

His axe glowed with otherworldly symbols and sacred light, and he crossed the gap between him and his opponent in a dash of speed that Simon had to admit was impressive. Still, the Agility boost granted by his ring let him dodge and counter with a mace blow to Thalas’ face, drawing blood. 

“Since when did you learn strategy?” Simon taunted him as he lunged for another blow. 

“Since you taught me not to underestimate you, demon,” Thalas replied, scowling. “Magic Eraser.”

Realizing the danger, Simon immediately switched Spell for Speed for Strength for Speed and then cast a Chaos Wave to repel Thalas. However, his half-brother simply threw his axe at him instead, with Simon barely having the time to raise his arms to intercept the weapon as it struck him with immense power. Its holy light dispelled his Nightveil, his Shadowshield, and all of his other buffs while throwing him back against the chairs and desks. 


Supereffective damage! All spells and buffs dispelled!



Simon recalled that a similar blow would have killed him without Leonard absorbing the damage, but that had been thirty levels ago. While the impact hurt and the axe managed to pierce past his armor, it wasn’t life-threatening.  

The true impact of the strike was lifting the Nightveil and revealing Simon’s true Class for Thalas to see. A flash of absolute fury passed over his gaze, as expected, but his next question still took Simon aback. 

“Are you inside him, Father?!” Thalas asked, his axe somehow flying back to his hand. “Are you the one I’m speaking to right now?”

“What are you babbling on about?” Simon inquired as he quickly drained one of his thralls to heal his wound.

“Are you possessing him?!” Thalas replied, growling with cold fury as he charged. “Is that why you kept him around?! So you could wear his body like a suit?!”

Did Thalas honestly think Balzam had cheated death by possessing his bastard son? He was technically right about his soul lingering inside the Overlord Class, but Simon simply shrugged as he fired off an Ectoplasmer. “Why would our father hitch a ride in my mind, Thalas?”

“You started acting weird the night he died, and we found out he commissioned body-possession research,” Thalas replied as he cut the Ectoplasmer spirit in midair with his axe. It made Simon wonder if they had found Duchar’s archive or if his father had commissioned other sorcerers to proceed with creating their own soul-switching helm. “I understand wanting to kill me after what I put you through, Simon, but why does Beleth have to burn?”

“Are you seriously trying to pretend to be a hero concerned for his citizens?” Simon sneered in disgust. He dodged Thalas’ strike–the impact shattering the floor beneath them—and then quickly retaliated by grabbing his shoulder. “Timethief.”

Thalas slowed down, as did the world around Simon. 


Hastened status. 



Continuing his movement, Simon tightened his grip on Thalas’ shoulder before he could remove his axe from the ground and then threw him across the room before he could recover, his back slamming against a wall. 

“You, a royal brat so spoiled that a Noble Crestone and a life of privileges weren’t enough to fill the void our father’s cruelty left in his heart?” Simon taunted him before following through with a new spell of his. “Gigatox.”

His hand fired a huge sludge of dark green and viscous ooze at Thalas, drowning him in filth. So acidic was Gigatox that it ate away at the stone wall and floor while leaving Thalas screaming in pain as it burned his skin and seeped poison into his wounds. Though whatever ability he had let him heal from the Poisoned ailment, it didn’t heal his wounded, purple flesh. Simon followed through with another Chaos Wave throwing him through the damage wall and into the Academy’s empty corridors outside the classroom.  

“What, no cursing?” Simon asked, squinting at Thalas as he whipped away the sludge with a swing of his axe. His half-brother managed to get back up, but Simon had to admit he found his performance lackluster so far. “Where are your murderous instincts, Thalas? The promise that killing will make you happy?”

Thalas stared at him without a word, his half-putrefied lips twisting. He took a deep breath, stopping his attack for a reason that defied comprehension. 

“You were right,” he said, so low Simon hardly heard him.

Those three more words froze the blood in Simon’s veins and rattled him more than a sacred axe thrown to his chest. “What did you just say?”

“You were right,” Thalas admitted, gripping his axe. “I hated and bullied you because I thought it would make me feel better, that it would please our father…” He scowled. “But it never did. Anna helped me see that.”

Simon stared at his half-brother in disbelief, unable to process the words coming out of his mouth. He… he listened? Thalas Magnos, Berserker and a spoiled bully of a man, had actually listened to another human being? 

Simon suddenly realized why he had found his performance underwhelming so far. The man in front of him had none of the ferocity he showed during their fight in Magvolia, none of the murderous intent fueling his strikes. 

“Are you…” Simon’s teeth clenched so hard it hurt. “Are you holding back, Thalas?” 

“I don’t want to kill you anymore,” he admitted. “I’m…” He straightened up like a man facing his executioner. “I’m sorry, Simon.”

The words inspired such anger and revulsion in Simon’s heart that his vision turned bloody red for a second. How could he… how could he have the gall to grow a brain and moral fiber here and now, after ruining Simon’s happy times at the Academy? How dare he?!

“No, no, Thalas, you don’t get to be sorry now! Not after you ruined things for me yet again!” Simon raised his hand, his fingers crackling with lightning. “Hellthunder!”

The lightning surged in a flash, but Thalas made no move to dodge, even if it would have been useless to do so. The bolt struck him in the chest with enough voltage to burn a hole through his torso.

Or it would have, had the power not gone to waste on impact. Another force absorbed the blow and spared Thalas a shock. 

“May the Lightstone of the ancients smite thee–” 

Simon’s head snapped in the voice’s direction, at the tail end of the corridor. Anna was there in her Lord Class outfit with a fully-armored Leonard and Meredith. The latter rushed at Simon while Anna finished her incantation. 

It couldn’t be–

“Starshot!”

Anna fired a projectile of light at Simon, who instinctively moved to dodge while casting Shadowshield. Meredith jumped at him with a glowing spear before he could renew his buff and struck a surprised Simon in the chest. The blow was weak and failed to pierce through Simon’s armor, but it still sent him reeling back from the surprise. 

“Thalas, are you alright?!” Anna called out to Thalas as she and her allies rushed to his side. Simon watched on in horror as his honorary cousin cast a healing spell on Thalas. “Kind lightstone, please Heal our wounds!”

What is going on here? Simon wondered in disbelief as he stared at his retainers. He could taste their fear from here, yet they stood firmly between him and his half-brother as if to defend him from…

From Simon. 

Simon’s blood boiled in his veins as he noticed Anna didn’t look too surprised to see him in the Overlord armor… which could only mean one thing… 

Not them too, Simon thought in disbelief, begging the Light and Dark that he was wrong, “What is the meaning of this?! You were supposed to wait for our allies in the library!”

“I am sorry, Overlord Simon,” Leonard admitted. He sounded genuinely contrite, but resolute. “We have chosen the path of loyal opposition.”

“A pretty word for treachery, Leonard,” Simon replied coldly, his anger rising. How could his own retainers, who had given their lives for him so many times in the past, turn coat now? Sitting out this conflict was one thing, but to threaten him… “Why? Why would you do this, after I let you go?!”

“Your Majesty, your Class is affecting your mind and clouding your judgment!” Meredith pleaded with him, her spear raised at her former master. “Allying with those dragons to burn imperial citizens, laying waste to your own empire… it is madness!”

“I can’t believe this!” Simon glared at Thalas. “How could you convince them of this… this baseless calumny?!”

“Simon, the Overlord is possessing you,” Anna said, her sword raised at him while Thalas infused his axe with a new rune. “We spent a month looking for you, investigating whatever kind of demon could have taken you over, but now I know the truth. My dad said yours was never the same once he put the mantle on, and I see why, Simon: you don’t wear the Class; it wears you.”

“This is foolish,” Simon replied, incensed. Why? Why was everything spiralling out of control this reign? “I may have changed, but this is for the greater good–”

“Whose greater good?!” Anna cut in. “You’re burning down a city of thousands with an army of dragons! How can we or our nation possibly benefit from this?!”

“Look at yourself,” Thalas added, a grim scowl on his face. “Those spells, that strength… It takes years for any Class to give you that kind of power. There’s a catch to it.” 

It did take me years to gain this power, Simon thought in annoyance, though he was wise enough not to say it out loud. Years I spent killing you, killing innocents, sullying my hands so that I could save this empire, the world, and maybe even you.

Anna bit her lip, then walked forward to Meredith’s distress. “Your Highness–”

“Simon…” Anna extended a hand to him, rather than her sword. “If you’re still in there, call back your army, lift your siege, and let us talk this through.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “Please. Killing people, burning cities… this isn’t you.”

This isn’t you.

Is… is it? Simon stared at her hand, suddenly distraught. The sight of Anna, one of his oldest friends and lover, pleading with him as if he were an archdemon in human skin to the point she and his former retainers would rather side with Thalas… it bothered him to his core. What… What do I want?

“It’s too late, Anna,” Simon admitted. He had to see what Vouivre was planning, what assets she could bring to bear, and what weaknesses he could exploit. He couldn’t just… walk away after coming so far. “The things I’ve set in motion can no longer be stopped. I have to see this through–”

“You don’t have to do anything!” Anna snapped back. “Tell your troops to drop whatever is blocking our evacuation, then let’s regroup in Marthrone! My father, the High Confessor, they can help you! I’m sure together we can find a way to…” She scowled in disgust at the Overlord armor. “To strip you of this evil… this demon thing puppeteering you.” 

It’s the only way to ensure I can save the empire properly next time, Simon thought, trying to steel his resolve. Once I find the Chest of Worlds and Gargauth’s Abyssal Chronicle, I can… I can do much… stop Vouivre before she becomes a problem, put things back the way they were… 

He was mulling over his answer when Anna and Thalas tensed up, noticing something at the end of the hallway. 

“Is there a problem, my friend?” Casval asked. 

Casval was there, in his human form, with Antonine de Shax and Lorimor floating behind them. 

“Antonine!” Thalas immediately saw red and abandoned the group to rush to his fiancée's rescue, causing Casval to reflexively transform into his dragon form. His wings unfolded and hit the corridor’s ceiling, cracking the walls. 

“Thalas, wait!” Anna called out to the Berserker, who still remained slowed down from Simon’s Timethief spell. 

It’s too late, Simon told himself. Even if he were to follow Anna’s plan, it wouldn’t change Beleth’s fate either way. I have to see this through. 

“Petrify!” He cast on Anna, trying to immobilize her for a moment in a way that would bypass Leonard’s damage transfer, but he felt his magic bounce off one of her accessories; her ribbon, of all things. Cursed ailment protection!

Meredith and Leonard tightened ranks to protect Anna and lunged at him with their sword and spear. Simon had no idea whether they meant to kill or simply incapacitate him, but he didn’t give them a chance to try. He drained them of their lifeforce and mana—stopping just short of killing them—through their brands until they collapsed at his feet before they could finish their attack, too weak to rise up. 

Antonine herself put on her Courtesan Class outfit: a scarlet dress showing her booted legs and cleavage, with a fan and collar. She immediately began to dance, with Thalas likely expecting her to support him…

“Fire Amp!” 

But unfortunately for him, she had been on the other team for some time already. 

Her magic instead powered up Casval right as he opened his reptilian maw. Fire built up in his gullet, ready to burst.  

It was then, thanks to his accelerated perception from the Haste spell, that Simon realized the danger of their current position: with Thalas and Anna trapped between him and an empowered dragon inside a small corridor. 

“Casval, stop!” Simon shouted as loud as his lungs could call out, but it was too late. 

Casval unleashed a searing breath into the corridor in a tidal wave of fire. It engulfed Thalas in an instant before continuing towards Anna. 

Quickly putting on his Strength for Speed ring, Simon used Darkflight to throw himself at Anna while using Devil’s Arm to grab her. “Hellfros–”

He tried to encase Anna in ice right as the tidal wave of fire hit her. 

Simon had perished twice to Casval’s flames, so the searing pain that rushed through his hand immediately reminded him of those two deaths. Antonine’s buff had increased the potency of his flames enough that they damaged him, and incinerated the flesh off Anna’s bones in an instant. Windows and doors shattered from the sudden pressure.

Then all went white for a second.

Simon didn’t die, being too tough to perish from the fire even without his Ring of Cursed Flame on, but his mind came to an abrupt halt. He just couldn’t string two thoughts together as his burned hand tightened his grip on molten flesh, at the blackened piece of charred meat Anna had turned into…

Then came the rush, both pleasurable and utterly odious. 


Level 62 Overlord Perk: Land of Darkness III (Passive): Your Dungeon is now a seed of evil. Its effect radius will slowly expand beyond its landmark and twist the environment with miasma, mutating animals and local creatures into servants under your control. 



The jolt of guilty pleasure caused his grip to loosen, and Anna’s body fell with a thump on the ground that jolted him back to reality.

“No, no, no! No!” Simon yelled as he rushed at her side, stepping over Meredith’s and Leonard’s ashes to reach her. He sent out a telepathic message to Belzemine, dispelled his armor, and frantically tried to save her. “Kind lightstone, restore our wounds with your Megaheal!”

His magic washed over Anna’s molten flesh without effect. Simon still cast it again, and again, and again… 

“Friend Simon?” Casval inquired, sounding a bit embarrassed. “I am sorry, I overdid it…”

While Anna, Meredith, and Leonard were little more than smoking corpses, Thalas had managed to endure in spite of half his face now lacking skin and his hair having been burned away. In spite of his wounds, he only had eyes for Antonine.

“Why?” he whispered in disbelief. 

“You dare ask me that, after betraying me for that whore?!” Antonine’s face twisted into an expression of pure scorn and fury. “I know you were plotting to set me aside so you can marry her!”

“That was my mother’s wish!” Thalas protested. He sounded genuinely ashamed, though his words were wasted on his fiancée. “I didn’t want any of this!” 

“Liar! You will pay for shaming me and House Shax, you two-timing bastard!” Antonine snapped angrily as she did another footwork dance. “Magic Up!”

“You didn’t argue for Lady Antonine,” Lorimor said gleefully, his many eyes glowing with demonic energy empowered by his ally. “You didn’t have the courage to stand up for yourself, or for her… or maybe you thought a prince of your caliber deserved the best?”

He blasted Thalas in multiple places with eyebeams, especially his knees, and brought him down; though unlike Casval, he had the precision and sense to avoid his vitals. The Berserker’s outfit dispelled, and Thalas fell onto the ashes, grunting in pain while Antonine sneered at him. 

Simon hardly paid attention to them. He kept chanting the same words again and again, channeling the Light Megalith’s power for the tenth time in a row. “Kind lightstone, restore our wounds with your Megaheal!”

His magic fizzled out again, for a very simple reason: that healing spell couldn’t affect the dead. 

Simon already knew it was too late from the fact that his Deathmastery Perk informed him he could raise her as an undead. He stared at the corpse with anguish and a gaping feeling of emptiness, of remorse so stark it left him sickened in the gut. 

“I swear it was a mistake,” Casval said, having retaken his human form and walked up to Simon’s side. He blinked a few times as if to reassure Simon. “But we still have the Berserker, alive! He can make for a fine replacement hostage!” 

Simon hardly listened. He wanted to puke, to cover his mouth. His fingers were trembling, and his entire body was cold, even his burned hand. Not even accidentally killing Leonard in Magvolia had left him so… so shaken.

Anna was dead, alongside Meredith and Leonard. Three of the few people he cared about were dead and it was his fault, because he failed to tell them the truth, because he failed to convince them, because… because he chose this. 

“We can replace her,” Casval argued. “Your thralls can change shape, right? We can have one take her appearance, take her name, and you will have a new and pristine Anna again!”

His words were so abhorrent that Simon looked up to Casval, preparing to blast him with magic and tear him a new one… only for his anger to die in his throat. There was no venomous cruelty in Casval’s eyes, no remorse, no nothing. 

He just… didn’t get it. 

“Friend Simon?” Casval asked, now with could pass for curiosity, if not vague concern. “Are you broken?”

Casval was a dragon, with no sense of right or wrong… and Simon had chosen him and his sister over Anna. 

“No,” Simon lied, his voice weak as he stared back at Anna with crushing guilt and remorse. “Everything… is as it is.”

  

    
        Chapter 148: Vouivre Delenda Est (14)

    
    
    
    
  They burned Beleth to the ground and declared their victory over the ashes. 

Tens, if not hundreds of thousands once called the city their home. While many had left to join the army during the Dragonsea crossing, many remained behind. Those who hadn’t perished in the flames would be collared and immediately transformed into more dragons to fuel Vouivre’s war machine. Such was the scale of the destruction that it inspired the mermaid queen Melusine to compose a ballad about it: The Tears of Beleth.  

Telluria had fallen under her and Simon’s control, and he gained yet another shameful level for this ‘honor.’


Level 63 Overlord Perk: Devil Forgemaster V (Passive): You have learned how to craft animated Artificial constructs such as golems, though they require miasma as part of their construction.



It felt as if the Overlord Class was tempting him, soothing his wounds, and reminding him just how easy it would be for him to level-up if he just went around killing, conquering, and despoiling everything in his path. 

It was wasting its time. Simon would never be able to enjoy this. The power couldn’t help shake the bitter taste that Anna’s and his retainers’ deaths had left in his mouth. He could sense their blood on his skin, sullying him. 

This isn’t like you. 

The words haunted Simon as he looked at Anna’s body. Duchar had used necromancy spells to restore her corpse to pristine condition, and Cassandra put a white dress on her. She looked almost lovely in her current state, lying asleep inside a coffin filled with flowers.

“I wasn’t sure what kind of flowers she liked, if any,” Cassandra admitted to Simon. “Are white roses alright?”

“They’re… acceptable,” Simon replied. Anna didn’t have all that much interest in gardening, but he knew she would prefer to look lively in death rather than mournful. “Thank you.”

With the keep destroyed and most of Beleth turned into a glorified giant slave pen, the Academy had become Simon’s temporary headquarters. The infirmary had become a resting place for his late friends and retainers, among others. Casualties had been kept to a minimum thanks to the mass use of paralysis and petrification spells to immobilize the students, but accidents still happened. Antonine de Shax had come to pay her respects to one of her classmates who had the misfortune of being slain by a stray eye beam. 

“I won’t lie, I won’t mourn her after she tried to steal my fiancé, but dying by fire is a cruel way to go,” Antonine said while observing Anna’s body. “She didn’t deserve it.”

No, she didn’t, Simon thought grimly as he looked at the Berserker Crestone in his hand. I traded her life for this. 

He sensed a hand resting on his shoulder like some octopus’ disgusting tentacle. 

“I know we haven’t seen eye to eye before, Overlord Simon,” Antonine said, smiling. “But if you need someone to comfort you over your loss… I’ll be here for you.”

Simon gripped the Berserker Crestone, and he sensed it throb and pulsate in response to his own quiet fury. Her fiancé wasn’t even dead, and yet this gold digger was already making a not-so-subtle move on a new prospect, right in front of Anna’s corpse. Even Cassandra scowled in distaste at her shamelessness. Simon probably would have fried her on the spot if they didn’t require House Shax for the rest of their campaign. 

Is there even a point to this? Simon suddenly wondered. There were still things he needed to learn about Vouivre, like what the Chest of Worlds contained or what else the Beast Class could do, but the information gained seemed so… so minor compared to the cost the continent was paying in pain and destruction. When did this all become acceptable to me?

His year in Magvolia had disgusted him to his core, as did his experience with the Cobweb, even though it had been worth it in the end, but this reign… this reign was a step further. Was it because he had killed more of his allies and friends than in any other loop, or outright started a war with his homeland on behalf of its enemies? Or the fact that the Beleth massacre was planned compared to Whispermire’s accidental destruction? How much more blood would he shed…

No, no, Simon couldn’t let himself be consumed by guilt and incomprehension; not when he remained surrounded by vipers, monsters, and dragons. He couldn’t show any weakness. 

“There is no loss to comfort,” Simon replied coldly to Antonine before he walked away. “Make a list of our hostages. Telluria was but the first region to fall, and our foes better fall in line if they want to see their children again.” 

As Simon left the infirmary to visit his most important prisoner, he finally decided to activate the Berserker Crestone. Its outfit covered him from head to toe, and though it itched all over Simon’s body, its wolfish pelt and black boiled scale armpieces didn’t feel as uncomfortable as the Merchant Class did. Either Simon had grown strong enough as the Overlord that he could shoulder the Noble Class’ disdain, or he was more aligned with its warmongering nature. 

Simon did have a lot of pent-up rage, after all.  


The Berserker: Holy fury personified, the mad warrior who embraces his bloodthirst and passions, draws strength from them, and eventually masters them. 

Strength S, Agility B, Vitality S, Perception C, Magic C, Intelligence E, Charisma A, Luck C.

Primal Regression (Active): You can enter a state of primal rage at the cost of your sanity. When undergoing Primal Regression, you are affected by the Berserk effect, have your physical stats greatly increased, and negate magical effects on contact, such as spells. Primal Regression ends as soon as your Berserk state does, and cannot trigger if it is negated.

Juggernaut (Passive): You are immune to any ailment or effect that would prevent you from moving or attacking, such as Stun, Paralysis, or Petrify. 

Unstoppable Force (Passive): Your attacks with natural or melee weapons ignore Physical Resistance and damage reduction, though not immunity. 

Magic Eraser (Active): Melee weapon technique. You strike a foe with a weapon, stripping them of all magical effects affecting them such as buffs, debuffs, or spells. The more effects you remove, the greater the damage multiplier. 

Level 1 Berserker Perk: Slaughterer I (Passive): You gain advanced proficiency with all melee weapons and unarmed attacks (x2 damage, +10% crit), but your damage output is sharply reduced should you wear a shield or armor—your Class outfit does not count. 



The information flashing in front of Simon’s eyes was interesting, but not as much as the follow-up notification. 


Do you want to transfer your Gladiator experience points to the Berserker Class? You will lose access to all current Gladiator Perks if you do. 



It seemed that the Berserker had detected his old Gladiator levels, even though he hadn’t technically gained them this reign. Simon hesitated about how to proceed, then decided to agree on a transfer. He didn’t have much to lose by trying, and it would settle many questions on his mind. 

He thought ‘yes’ and sensed a slight shift in his System screen. Simon half-expected an error message like the time he tried to continue leveling-up in a Vassal Class he had progressed long ago in one of his earliest reigns, and was pleasantly surprised when it didn’t happen.


Experience transfer approved. You have lost access to your Gladiator perks, though you may still level-up in this Class if you obtain the required Crestone. 

Level 2 Berserker Perk: Warp Spasm I (Passive): When under the Berserk ailment, you gain a 20% reduction to all forms of non-magical damage. 



Odd, Simon thought. He had three levels in Gladiator, yet only gained one Berserker one. This suggested that either Noble Crestones had a higher level threshold than Vassal ones, or that there was a slight loss in the exp transfer. Moreover, a look at his base stats showed that they hadn’t changed. It must be because I already had three levels in the general ‘Berserker’ series of archetypes. I likely won’t gain new stat increases until I reach level four.

All in all, transferring Vassal Class levels was mostly a matter of gaining better Perks; though the real surprise was that the Worldsoul didn’t detect the oddity of transferring Vassal levels from a Class Simon hadn’t unlocked in this reign. He wondered if it was an error in the System too subtle for it to pick up on, or another mechanism at play. 

This opened the door to a few possibilities. Simon once feared leveling up in a Noble Class, only to have the reign be cut short and then losing access to the Crestone before he could devour a Perk. Now he could level-up multiple Vassal Classes, transfer all the experience to the corresponding Noble one in one go, and then immediately consume a Perk he had unlocked. 

Simon switched outfits for his Overlord armor as he entered the Academy’s basement. His troops had turned it into something of a dungeon to contain more dangerous prisoners, with Thalas being given extra care. The fallen Berserker had been entirely bound inside a steel coffin akin to an iron maiden that only left his head exposed to ensure he couldn’t move, with Belzemine and Lorimor watching over him. 

“How is he holding up?” Simon asked his followers.

“His vitals are stable, and my debuffing spells keep him at minimum strength,” Belzemine explained. “We can transport him safely.”

“Unfortunately, Prince Thalas has proven… difficult when it comes to questioning,” Lorimor complained. The Scholar carried a small and mostly empty notebook in his hands. “He adamantly refuses to tell us anything about imperial defenses. Perhaps a little fright would ease his tongue.”

“No, no, it’s fine,” Simon replied. As much as he had conflicting feelings when it came to Thalas, torturing him was a bridge too far. Especially after… after everything. “He likely doesn’t know much of anything anyway. His life alone will be valuable enough.”

Thalas glared at Simon, his gaze lingering on his stolen Crestone the longest. Simon thought it would feel good to see his former bully at his utter mercy. He had fantasized about it many times in their youth and humiliated him back when he impersonated his father… yet this whole situation filled him with a nagging sense of wrongness rather than pleasure. Anna’s death and Thalas’ attempt at making up for his mistakes had robbed Simon of any satisfaction. 

“It’ll be worth it,” Simon said, both to Thalas and himself. “I want you to know that, brother. In the end, it’ll all be worth it.”

Thalas didn’t answer him. He simply glared at Simon without a word.

Why am I even telling him this? Simon wondered. He watched Beleth’s destruction, Anna’s death, and Antonine’s betrayal. His half-brother had no reason to believe him… this time. I can do better in the next reign. Wash it away and–

“Did your Class corrupt you?” Thalas asked suddenly. “Or did it just reveal what was always there?”

Simon clenched his teeth and nearly zapped his coffin with Hellthunder to teach him a lesson, but he held back at the last second. He instead looked at his hand crackling with lightning. When did he get so prideful that such comments warranted such a brutal response? 

This isn’t like you. 

“Think what you want,” Simon replied as he left the room more rattled than before he walked inside it. His first thought was to walk outside to the courtyard, take a breath of fresh air—mostly ashes really—and clear his mind, but he instead found a certain dragoness waiting for him there. 

“Will you not devour the Berserker Crestone?” Vouivre asked him, her arms crossed. She looked at the flames rising in the sky with what could pass for satisfaction. “Are its Perks not to your liking?”

Simon scowled. How much did she know about the Overlord Class? “I’m not sure,” Simon admitted. “The Perks are good, but they… clash with my build, I suppose.”

The almighty Primal Regression was unfortunately useless to him since Indomitable Crown would negate the Berserk status, Unyielding Essence was already better than Juggernaut, and neither Slaughterer nor Warp Spasm would yield any real benefit. Magic Eraser was very good, but he was already working on a miasmic version of Dispel that would do the same thing.

Unstoppable Force was the one that appealed to him the most. Ignoring Physical Resistance and damage reduction would help him tremendously against powerful foes like the Zodiac Fiends, and he suspected that was how Thalas had managed to nearly kill Casval-Nodens in Cocagne. Unfortunately, it required a weapon to use its full potential, and as much as Simon loved to bash in skulls… he wondered if he couldn’t just craft a morningstar that did the same thing.

All in all, the Berserker Perks didn’t appeal to him like the Merchant and Mage ones did, nor the Rogue’s ability to bypass teleportation wards. 

“Is that so? Or are you brave enough to crave my Beast Crestone instead? I’m sure you wouldn’t have let me recover it if you didn’t plan to steal it from me later.” Vouivre crossed her arms. “Between us, I am sure your father consumed the Berserker once, alongside the Warrior Crestone.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “How would you know that?” 

“I caught him hunting monsters for experience in Telluria once, when he led his forces to conquer it. He wielded a greatsword too big for a troll to wield with casual ease.” Vouivre sounded vaguely impressed, a rarity coming from her. “I saw him strike a behemoth so hard that he not only split the beast in two, but the very hill beneath them. Locals still call it the Fork to this day.”

It wouldn’t surprise Simon if his father focused on offensive, martial Perks over utility or magical ones. Balzam Magnos had been the most terrifying fighter and warlord of his age. “You didn’t try to fight him?”

“That would have been foolish. I wasn’t ready to reveal myself yet.” Vouivre scowled. “I could tell he had sensed my presence, though I had been careful to hide it, and I knew I would die if he found me. There is no shame in avoiding unwinnable battles.”

Simon guessed that was why Vouivre always managed to survive so late into the civil war and Zodiac Parade; while the likes of Louis relished battle, Vouivre was a cold-blooded pragmatist to her core. She would do whatever it took to win. 

“You strike me as the sorcerous kind of Overlord, Simon,” Vouivre mused. “You would be better off consuming the Mage, the Necromancer, or the Summoner Crestones… maybe even the Crafter’s. My father was obsessed with that one.”

“Gargauth doesn’t strike me as a builder of any kind,” Simon admitted. The Chest of Worlds excluded. 

“You would be wrong. My father was unmatched when it came to creating technological wonders… especially weapons and tools that could extract more treasures from the earth.” Of course that would be the only two things on a dragon’s mind. “He was older than the Doom and remembered secrets lost to your civilization. He believed the Crafter Crestone would let him create anything he could imagine.”

“That may be true,” Simon admitted, scoffing. “Perhaps we should go to Muse after we deal with my family.”

“Of course we will conquer Muse eventually.” The outcome sounded already set in stone when Vouivre said it. “Every other nation save Lore and Illusea will be a mere formality after we bring Endymion to heel.”

Where will it stop? Simon wondered. Vouivre had made her goal clear. She intended to take over the world, and then assault the other planes. Even if they somehow managed to defeat Louis, Maublanc, and Euphemia, they would keep pushing on to other nations. It will only end when I die or when we look at the horizon and see nothing else to conquer. 

That was the bitter future he had sacrificed Anna for. 

“Why did you spare your sibling?” Vouivre asked. “Casval informed me you and he fought before. That he insulted you, and that you threatened him with death. Why keep him alive?”

“We need him as a hostage against Euphemia,” Simon replied, using the same reasoning he pushed to try and spare Anna. “She cares for her child, as does his sister. They will not envision any strategy that might cause him harm.”

“It is a pragmatic answer, but it is not the full truth, is it?”

Simon bit his lips. Had she come to know him so well in such little time? The truth was that Anna’s death had destroyed all of Simon’s appetite for revenge and bloodshed. A part of him didn’t think Thalas deserved death this reign, especially after he tried to help Simon in his own foolish way. 

The anger was gone, leaving only grief. 

“A fleeting moment of pity, I guess,” Simon admitted. 

He half-expected Vouivre to chide and mock him for it, but she simply nodded in understanding. “I think that is what I felt too when I had my brother within my grasp.”

Simon frowned in slight surprise. “What?”

“I had defeated and slain all our siblings who tried to steal my birthright. Casval had the sense not to defy me, but he still knew too much and he might try to steal my inheritance down the line, so I set out to kill him too. I had him in my claws in minutes, and he began to beg for his life and ask for mercy in a way unbefitting of a dragon. I resolved to eat him for it.” 

“But you didn’t,” Simon pointed out, his eyes widening slightly. “Did you feel pity for him too?”

“His pleas inspired… something I cannot explain,” Vouivre admitted. “An unease and doubt I did not appreciate one bit. It felt… wrong to deny him mercy after he begged for it. This was the first time in my life that I ever changed my mind.” She chuckled to herself. “I decided to give him a chance to live and serve me, which proved to be the right call, since it allowed us to meet.”

Of course she would turn that brief moment of emotion into an exercise in vainglory. Could a dragon even feel pity? Simon didn’t think so. They were animals who might experience vague facsimiles of human feelings, maybe even intellectually desire them without ever grasping their depth. 

“I have heard the Paimon girl perished by accident during the battle,” Vouivre said, her dismissive tone sending chills down Simon’s spine. “How will this affect our strategy?”

“Maublanc will soon learn of it,” Simon replied grimly, “He’s the Commander and Anna is… was his world. I’m sure he’ll learn of her demise somehow, and then we will have earned ourselves his undying enmity.”

“Your father defeated mine with the Commander Crestone, so he is not to be underestimated,” Vouivre concurred. “Nonetheless, tactics and strategy were invented to cover a gap in strength. There is a level of power so overwhelming no amount of intelligence can compensate. We should press our advantage and continue our march south.”

“Striking Valendre next would make the most sense,” Simon conceded. “The Lighthouse is vulnerable to an aerial attack and almost entirely dependent on its port to interact with the rest of the empire. With Melusine blockading the sea and the dragonkin cutting off land and air routes, we can force the fortress to surrender after a short siege.”

“A siege won’t be necessary at all. I told you I have assets that will guarantee our victory. Now that I have the Beast’s power, I can finally secure one of them.” Vouivre met his gaze. “However, I will require your miasma crystal to power it.”

Simon hid his surprise well, fearing she might have found out about the scales he entrusted Casval with. “The one I can manifest to create a Dungeon?”

“Odd that you have to ask for clarification when that should be obvious.” Vouivre smirked, her fangs showing. “Is that your trump card to defeat me? Another Zodiac Fiend stashed away?”

Simon knew better than to respond with embarrassment, so he instead scoffed dismissively. “What makes you think I only have one?”

Vouivre assessed him in a crocodilian way, then leaned forward. She was the same size as him in her human form, even when he wore the Overlord armor, so he could feel her breath through his helmet. It smelled of death and sulfur. 

“This is odd,” she muttered. “The more you challenge me and deny my magnificence, the more I want to own you. Not destroy. Own.” Vouivre’s head tilted slightly with what could pass for curiosity. “Is this what humans call ‘love’?”

Simon fought back a wave of disgust. “No, it’s just greed.”

“A shame. If this ‘love’ is stronger than fear, then surely it has valuable power.” Vouivre pulled back, smiling. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be mine one day. Everything will be mine in the end.”
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  Simon used the time it took to march to Valendre to further experiment with level transfers, if only to distract himself from his grief.

The first thing he did was to test if he could use the Gladiator Class again now that he had transferred the levels away, only for the same System error to show up once more. It seemed that the Worldsoul retained a ‘memory’ of the Vassal Class in some way and still noticed the ‘bug.’ This put a damper on Simon’s hopes that he could just keep grinding the same Vassal Classes over multiple reigns to strengthen his stats.

After that failure, Simon then borrowed Hector’s Executioner Crestone, killed a captive warbeast with it to gain two levels—they had plenty of those—and then transferred them to the Berserker. This actually pushed the latter to level 3.


Level 3 Berserker Perk: Runic I (Passive): You can learn and cast Tier I Runic spells. 



Quite ironic that the Berserker Class could cast spells of all things. Simon had heard the Class’ namesake and inspiration came from mad warriors who went into battle either naked or tattooed in an act of holy fury, and that some would even sacrifice a body part to gain wisdom. This may have translated into knowledge of Runic spells in the Worldsoul’s collective consciousness.

However, Simon immediately identified a certain issue: namely, he had gained no stat increase from the Executioner.

Simon could warrant a guess as to why: he had already gained three levels in Gladiator, which belonged to the Berserker lineage. Since Vassals were subsets of the greater Noble archetype, it was possible that the System somehow treated them all as the same Class. He couldn’t gain stats from any Berserker Vassal until he surpassed the highest level ceiling he had unlocked yet in that particular lineage, namely level four.

Transferring experience from a Vassal Class to the Noble one doesn’t cut me off from all the others of the same lineage, at the very least, Simon thought. Remedia had already proved it, but he wasn’t sure how it would have interacted with his own situation. Which means I can progress in multiple Vassal Classes and then dump all their levels at once. 

However, the limit with this strategy remained clear: he could only progress in a given Vassal Class for a single reign before losing access to it. The Berserker might also become unavailable to him after this one too, though Simon should still be able to consume its innate Perks.

In the end, Simon decided to hand the Noble Crestone over to Hector, who thanked him for the honor and then transferred his Executioner levels into fifty Berserker ones. Simon then asked him quite a few pointed questions about his Perks to gain a good idea of them.

Overall, the Berserker provided increasing benefits while berserk, from improved offense after taking a wound or various forms of damage reduction to higher chances of inflicting critical hits. They achieved perfect weapon proficiency very early compared to other martial Classes–at the cost of Slaughterer punishing them for using armor or shields–progressed in runic magic at a steady pace, had a chance to inflict Instadeath with any critical hit like its Executioner Vassal, and they could gain bonuses from inspiring fear or awe from onlookers like the Gladiator. They also had Perks that helped with destroying buildings and fortifications, turning them into living siege engines, and even gained increasing resistance to various forms of elemental damage.

In short, the Berserker was optimized to massacre people in melee. It was a martial terror whose only real weakness was its lack of range and indiscriminate rage.

Simon would have happily plundered it for Perks had he chosen to focus on a martial build like his father, but he would rather use his limited Devour Crestone slots to acquire something with much greater utility or something that suited his strengths better. Vouivre was right, he was more of a spellcaster and crafter than a straight up fighter-type.

Of course, his encounter with Bert had taught him the danger of relying too much on magic. Simon was still interested in martial Perks to cover that deficiency, but something that let him master techniques like the Monk or Warrior—should he ever manage to take that Crestone from Louis—would suit him better.

After taking Beleth and converting most of its population into more dragonkin, the army split in two, with one force under Redhand marching south into the imperial heartlands, and another invading Valendre under Simon and Vouivre’s leadership. Their forces flew straight for the Lighthouse and then set camp on the plains surrounding it. The holy tower of the Water Manalith was just as majestic as Simon remembered it, its summit soaring into the sky and past the clouds. Its beauty made him nostalgic, for though it had ended somewhat terribly, Simon had appreciated his time with the Templars there.

Are you watching us from the tower’s top, High Confessor? Simon wondered as he surveyed the terrain from atop his phantom steed alongside Casval. Melusine’s mermaids had sunk a few ships below its waterfall and blockaded its port, while the dragonkin had set the local farmlands ablaze and brought down an airship trying to intercept the army. The tower was more or less surrounded. How long can you weather the storm from up there?

A telepathic call from Shabram informed him that the Lighthouse’s occupants had at least sounded the alarm.

“Prince Dassein and Lord Maublanc teleported back to Frightwall alongside the Rider Corps and are flying straight to the Lighthouse to relieve the siege, alongside Empress Euphemia,” she informed him. “They departed this morning.”

Simon scowled in unease. He knew his family would retaliate against the incursion, but he wasn’t looking forward to fighting them, especially Euphemia. “How long until they arrive?”

“A day or two, maybe less. Commander Maublanc’s abilities let him hasten and quicken all his troops.”

In short, they should expect a battle in a few hours at the earliest. They needed to at least neutralize the Lighthouse’s forces before then or risk fighting a battle on two fronts. Vouivre had seemed confident they could end the siege quickly, but she had yet to show up for some time.

Simon and Casval eventually returned to the command center on top of a nearby hill. His coven of witches was gathered around a large crystal ball in deep meditation under his other retainers’ supervision. A large group of scalefolk and dragonkin soldiers had taken position around an enormous artifact nearby, waiting for their leader to emerge from it.

“–Granny prefers babies, sweetie, but she will eat any meat for you,” Granny Radhag told Cassandra. “She can bake the cake, too. Granny swears that one won’t bite.”

“Would a rabbit with mustard be alright?” Cassandra asked, completely undisturbed by the baby comment. “My father has a soft spot for it.”

“I could find some antlion larvae too,” Pallian suggested. “They’re very sweet when cooked in honey.”

“What are you talking about?” Simon asked upon landing.

“My friends insist we hold a dinner for my birthday, Your Majesty,” Cassandra replied calmly. “You and Lord Casval are cordially invited.”

“Is it Floreal already?” Simon wondered out loud. The last two months had passed in a blur. “I will think about it, but stay focused on your southern divinations for now. I have received confirmation that a relief force has been sent from Frightwall. They might encounter our scouts before long.”

Cassandra and her coven nodded, then focused back on their work. Simon walked up alongside Casval to the scalefolk side of the camp, where reptilian soldiers kept watch over a massive black box the size of a large cart. As befitting of Gargauth’s greatest treasure, the Chest of Worlds was ostentatious as it was sinister. Crafted from a dark alloy of unknown origins, gilded at the edges and bound by thorny silver chains, its lock was a baleful draconic skull holding a huge, iridescent gemstone within its jaws. Pictures of Gargauth portrayed in various glorious endeavors—burning manatrees, devouring Mardok, and conquering new lands—were carved all over its surface.

Most importantly, the sheer miasma radiating from it matched that of a Zodiac Fiend’s Dungeons. Gargauth must have used his Overlord Perks and similar magic to create this device.

“How long until your sister comes out?” Simon asked Casval.

“I do not know,” Casval admitted, his dragon form crouched like an anxious cat. “She has never vanished for so long, and she forbade me from opening the lid.”

Simon could only see one reason why Vouivre would risk taking the Chest of Worlds with them so close to the frontlines or reveal its existence to Simon: whatever she intended to bring out of it would be too heavy for her to carry herself in spite of her own immense strength, nor disguised. That, or she was confident Simon wouldn’t be able or willing to take the chest from her.

Simon tensed up as the box shuddered and shook on its own. A whirring click echoed as the chains retreated into the dragon skull lock.

“She’s back,” Casval said, “I wonder what she’ll bring out this ti–”

The Chest of Worlds’ lid snapped open and magic poured out.

A torrent of miasma and mana alike erupted from it in such enormous quantities they became visible in the air, swirling like a whirlpool of raw magic that threw everyone nearby back, blew away tents, and sent the coven’s crystal ball rolling. Simon himself nearly stumbled in surprise, though Casval shielded him from the wind with his wing.

The vortex coming out of the chest grew large enough to shadow the entire camp and warped the very fabric of space at the edges. A sense of vertigo overwhelmed Simon when he looked at it, like he was only a step away from falling into the void. A great shadow began to emerge from it, unfolding like paper.

Simon first mistook it for a tower of metal, before realizing it was the long end of a mechanical tube similar to the weapon Renal used against him in Cocagne, yet a thousand times bigger. The monstrous machine took shape on the hill, crushing any scalefolk unlucky enough to find themselves beneath it, its sheer mass causing it to shake and slightly flatten the earth under its pressure.

“Back off!” Simon ordered his troops and they ran away from the emerging contraption. They rushed down the hill as the machine finished manifesting.

Once the storm calmed and the chest’s lid closed, a true marvel of technological terror was now throned atop the half-crumbled hill. Nearly two hundred feet long and built from the same black and gilded metal that Gargauth crafted his chest with, it resembled a massively thick metal tube built atop a multi-floor cart; except this one had tracks instead of wheels, two small cranes at the back to support it, and a control platform at the top. A painted dragon skull, which Simon recognized as Gargauth’s former emblem, was painted with gold on its side.

However, the most surprising sight of all was Vouivre. She was back in human form at the machine’s feet, her face drenched in blood and with her hand holding a charred patch of flesh on the side of her chest. Her wounds were already regenerating and healing, yet the mere fact that she came back so damaged after a quick dive into the chest…

“What happened?” Simon asked, slightly unnerved.

“One of my father’s toys proved troublesome, but I at least gained a few levels out of it… and a weapon worthy of me.” Vouivre smirked ear to ear once her wounds healed, her hand touching the metal hide. “A Miasma Cannon.”

Of course Gargauth put guardians inside his pocket plane to protect his hoard, Simon guessed, his scowl deepening. He had hoped he could just seize his Abyssal Chronicle inside the moment he stepped into it. If they are strong enough to wound Vouivre, they might be beyond me for now… though discreet infiltration is always an option over brute force. 

Putting those thoughts aside, Simon studied the Miasma Cannon. His Devil Forgemaster Perk immediately recognized it as a highly advanced piece of artillery similar to a ballista, except using raw focused miasma rather than projectiles like a ballista did. More worrying, his Perk also told him it had been built to integrate into a larger weapon platform down the line in spite of its already enormous size…

“Come here, Overlord Simon,” Vouivre all but ordered him as she jumped over to the control panel on the top of the machine in a single, inhuman leap.

Simon warily followed her with Darkflight until he landed on a small, rounded platform with a control panel with buttons and levels adapted for troll-sized creatures. Two slots were set in the center, with one occupied by the Two-Tailed Fish’s crystal.

“Now, place your crystal into that slot,” Vouivre said, pointing at the empty one. “We will bombard the Lighthouse with my cannon. A few shots ought to cause them to surrender.”

“It might not be a good idea,” Simon warned her. Although he was wary of it, he decided to inform her of the Church of the Light’s shameful secret before she accidentally caused a disaster. “The Lighthouse is built atop an abyssal gate. It is sealed, but if we damage the Water Megalith–”

“I know,” Vouivre replied dismissively. “It will have no impact. My father’s notes indicate the gate cannot be opened until the Five Sovereigns that first sealed it gather to grant their blessings.”

The Five Sovereigns? Those must have been the eidolons that helped the great Basileus form the seal. Simon squinted at her. “Gargauth knew about the gate?”

“He intended to drain the Abyss’ energies to power a miasma-powered weaponry bigger than this cannon,” Vouivre replied calmly. “He then planned to scour all life from the surface once the comet arrived to empower his devices.”

The horror of that statement slowly sank into his heart, echoing with some of Gargauth’s own words he had heard during his Dark Visionary ascendency.

“My existence alone is sufficient! I shall consume all life in this world until all is mine, mine alone! Now and forever, there is only Gargauth!”

“Those… those attempts to burn manatrees and exterminate all other dragons off the face of the continent…” Simon took a deep breath. “Those were practice runs?”

Vouivre nodded sharply. “My father was ruled by his fear and greed. The mere thought that he had to share the world with anyone repulsed him. Manatrees, humans, elves, animals… he would have eradicated them all in one final campaign of extermination, then used an army of golems and constructs to loot every resource and treasure this world had to offer, before repeating the process across the planes and beyond.”

The sheer scale of Gargauth’s selfishness and insanity sent chills down Simon’s spine. That heartless creature had been as worthy of his Overlord title as the demon and monster in human skin that came before and after him. Balzam Magnos might have unironically saved the world when he slew the dragon.

“Wait, if he intended to exterminate all life except himself…” Simon faced Vouivre. “Would that have included you and Casval?”

Vouivre scowled, but didn’t deny it. “We were born to be harvested,” she said evasively, before dismissing it. “It does not matter. Our father was consumed by fear, but I am stronger. Scouring this world of life would be a waste. There would be no one left to worship us.”

She was saner than her sire at least, which wasn’t a high bar. Simon powered through his unease and summoned his Dungeon crystal before placing it into the empty slot. Miasma coursed through the cannon in response, like a beast stirring from a long slumber.

“Mmm… not potent enough for a fully powered shot, but sufficient.” Vouivre pressed one of the enormous buttons with strength belying her smaller human frame. Purple light began to build up inside the cannon, like a dragon inhaling before it unleashed its fiery breath. “Witness… our victory!”

Death erupted from the cannon in a blinding beam of power.

The twin crystals’ ionized miasma gathered into a pure, focused ray of purple energy that soared across the landscape in a flash. It struck the top of the Lighthouse in an instant, clearing its clouds and wiping out a good chunk of its centuries-old facade while at it. Violet smoke and dust was pulverized into the air and blown away by the wind.

This… this is a fortress buster, Simon realized to his horror, while Vouivre grinned ear to ear. A shot of that thing could blast a keep’s outer walls and its towers while at it. And Gargauth has bigger weapons stashed away? Why wouldn’t he use them during his reign? Or… or he did use them in a previous timeline, and it went so bad he preferred to bide his time for the comet to arrive to wipe civilization in one final cleansing? 

Simon was so mesmerized by the destruction that he missed Vouivre’s hand going for his head. She seized his jaw in the blink of an eye and then pulled him to hers before he could manifest his Class outfit.

She kissed him while the beam kept blasting the Lighthouse.

This… this was the most painful kiss he had ever experienced, because Vouivre used her teeth to bite into his lips deep enough to taste his blood. There was no love, no tenderness, no softness to it; just an animal marking its territory with voracious hunger. Simon struggled between disgust, revulsion, and a strange, primitive sense of animal arousal.

Vouivre pushed him back as the beam died out, tasting his acidic blood as if it were a mere delicacy. “Spicy,” she said, “Tasty.”

“What the Abyss was that?!” Simon asked, immediately putting his armor on for protection.

“A warning. If I taste or smell another’s saliva on those lips, I’ll kill them.” It wasn’t a threat, but a statement. “I decided that you would be mine, and I do not share.”

“I do not remember giving my consent to this!” Simon protested.

“I do not care,” Vouivre replied bluntly, clenching her fist. “I always have what I want eventually. Accept your fate.”

What the… was she lusting after him? Had her draconic greed and humanoid disguise somehow melded into a bestial craving?

Wait. Casval said that dragons usually impressed each other by showing off their hoard, and Vouivre did things such as gather all of her slaves in front of him or showcase her Chest of Worlds’ contents…

Had she been flirting with him all this time?

Worse, she had kissed him in public. Casval in particular looked at them with a look that seemed almost… outraged? It was almost a relief when Lorimor flew up to them with news.

“We have received a message from Queen Melusine,” he warned, “A fleet is approaching us from the west; a single airship alongside a large group of galleys and caravels.”

Both Simon and Vouivre immediately tensed up. “From the west?” That didn’t make any sense to Simon. “How could they deploy a naval fleet from the west?”

“Odd that they would only deploy a single airship to escort it too,” Vouivre commented, squinting. “A feint?”

“It might be,” Simon conceded, lacking an explanation for this. Had Lord Maublanc kept a secret force hidden from Shabram near Magvolia? “I know Euphemia, Maublanc, and Dassein have departed Frightwall to relieve the Lighthouse, but they shouldn’t have arrived so quickly.”

Vouivre pondered the situation before saying, “If they only have one airship, a small squad of flyers should take it out quickly. Melusine and the others can sink the rest easily enough.”

“I will go deal with them and teleport back to the cannon should anything happen,” Simon replied. His gut told him there was more to this mysterious fleet than a mere decoy. “I will relay information to my troops here.”

“And if the Rider Corps shows up, I will annihilate them,” Vouivre concluded before relaying orders to their troops. “Chain the Magnos prince to the cannon. Our enemies may hesitate attacking it at the risk of harming him, if I can trust Overlord Simon’s strategy.”

It was a brutal ploy, but an effective one.

Either way, Simon climbed onto his phantom steed and then departed with a squad of flyers including thirty dragonkin, a handful of fake kish, four demodragons, Lorimor, and Casval. That should be plenty enough to deal with the airship and then bombard the fleet from above.

“I swear it was unexpected,” Simon informed Casval as they flew west side by side, riding the winds towards the ocean. The sunlight reflected on the surface and the wrecks of ships taken down by the merfolk. Their fins often peeked out of the water. “Your sister is… strange.”

He had spent enough time with Casval to recognize the way a dragon pouted. “Is it true that in friendship, friends come before girls?”

A long and terrible silence followed Simon as he processed those words. “What do you mean by that?”

“My sister is trying to steal you away, Friend Simon,” Casval complained. “I do find your mammalian features disgusting, but I will power through it if I must–”

“No, no, that is a metaphor!” Simon insisted. By the Light, what did he imagine? “Friendship does not require physical contact!”

“Oh.” Casval tilted his head slightly. “I am relieved.”

Me too, Casval. Simon cast his buffs as he always did. He would work on a single cursebuff that could apply them all as soon as he completed his Dispel and Recall spell variants.

“It is weird, though,” Casval admitted. “If my sister isn’t trying to steal you away, why would she kiss you?”

“She wants to own me,” Simon replied.

“She owns many slaves, but I’ve never seen her kiss one. She must be curious what will happen if she mates in human form. I’ve heard it is pleasurable.” Casval squinted at Simon with curiosity. “If she mounts you in her squishy human form and lays an egg, what would come out? A dragon, or a human?”

Asking the hard questions there, Simon thought, being desperate to escape this conversation. “I don’t want to think about that possibility, Casval.”

“Me neither, friend Simon, but we might have to.”

It didn’t take long for them to see the fleet on the horizon. As Melusine warned them, they came from the west, great shadows shrouded in a thick fog. Simon counted dozens, if not a hundred or more.

That’s odd, the morning mist should have cleared by now, Simon thought when he observed it. His Dark Visionary sight let him detect a huge amount of miasma coming from the fog, meaning it was the result of a spell. Did they shroud the fleet in order to disguise their real numbers? 

While the mist covered the ships below, the single airship above remained fully exposed… and completely unrecognizable. Simon was extensively familiar with all of his family’s personal vessels and Endymion’s standard one, yet this… this one was odd. It looked much, much closer to a metal bird than the average airship, with an elongated, black and teal body, and much longer, thinner wings on the side. Its tail had metal fins, and its body seemed to include more than one deck piled upon one another. The front was somewhat rounded, with a visor-like window that reminded Simon of an eagle’s face for some reason.

More worryingly, the deck’s flanks were equipped with dozens of smaller copies of Vouivre’s cannons rather than spots for firemages to occupy. There was no way they could inflict as much damage as their own artillery considering their tiny size, especially without miasma crystals to fuel them, but their presence left Simon puzzled.

I’ve never seen this airship in any reign, nor heard of it, Simon thought, wracking his brain about its source. Is this some hidden weapon Louis and Euphemia uncovered? It doesn’t make any sense–

And then it clicked.

“It’s the Adventurer,” Simon realized. “It’s the Adventurer’s airship.”

“What?” Casval asked in confusion.

“That’s not Endymion, that’s the Adventurer’s musan airship!” Simon replied, looking down at the fog below. “And that fleet belongs to the Necromancer!”

His suspicions were confirmed the moment he got a closer look at the ships below, seeing their rotten masts and hole-filled sails manned by skeletons, ghosts, and other undead. An entire fleet of the undying was sailing straight for the Lighthouse.

“What are they doing here?” Casval wondered. “Did they come to help us? The Necromancer works with the Cobweb, no?”

“He left it.” Simon only had to take a glance at the false kish flying with them to warrant a guess as to why these two had come. “I think… I think they’ve come to free the shifters.”

“Oh, good.” Casval nodded with anticipation. “Then we can take their Crestones.”

A voice suddenly echoed from the bird-like airship through loudspeakers, so loud the wind carried all the way to Simon’s squadron. It was booming and enthusiastic, with a clearly Lorean accent.

“Surrender, villains!” she ordered. “The leading woman is here, and she burns with justice!”

And then Simon heard her.

Her song boomed out of the airship, so melodious and yet so filled with anger and indignation, it shook Simon to his core. The notes caused the dragonkin to cry and twitch, like sleepwalkers suddenly jolted back to reality.

Eole had begun to sing her people awake.
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  Eole had fulfilled her promise. She had come to free her people from Vouivre.

Her song echoed through the air, carrying her fury and indignation at the state of her people. The dragonkin squad began to twitch and roar upon hearing her melody, a hint of their former selves and lost humanity breaking through the animalistic mindset their transformation had reduced them to.

“They are confusing our minions!” Casval protested. 

Simon had learned that those who relied on slave collars and magic were only one counterspell away from rebellion when Eole ended up merging with the Two-Tailed Fish in a previous reign, but Vouivre and her brother were about to experience it firsthand.

“Not all of them,” Simon replied. His fiend-possessed demodragons remained under his control, and the false kish under his command were bound by Devil Brands no song could remove. He immediately gave them a simple order. “Sing louder.”

If Eole and that airship reached the Lighthouse, Vouivre would shoot them down from the sky and kill them all. They had to be repelled for their own safety. 

The false kish sang with a replica of Eole’s voice, their clashing songs mixing into an atrocious cacophony. The dragonkin cried and roared in confusion as they received different orders, some simply floating in place, others snapping their jaws at the airship and Simon himself in turn, while others opening fire on the fleet below. A small horde of ghosts and will-’o-the-wisps arose from the rotting ships to intercept their attackers. Small balls of fire and screaming specters haunted the skies by the hundreds. 

“Casval, Lorimor, target the cannons on the airship’s sides and disable its loudspeakers! I want its crew alive, so focus on capture!” Simon ordered as he moved downwards to halt the undead tide. Sending his other allies to fight Voltobauta would more than likely than not end up with them turning into new undead enemies within minutes of engagement. “Demodragons, incinerate this rotting fleet!”

His demonic servants roared as one followed him into battle. Leaving the airship to Casval and Lorimor for now, Simon began to blast the incoming ghosts with various spells like Ectoplasmer and Gigatox. His Unquestionable Ruler should have let him take command of the mindless undead, but Voltobauta’s grip on his troops proved stronger than his Perk. The specters helplessly threw themselves at him with reckless abandon, no matter how many of them he blasted away. 

His demodragons descended upon the ships below with fury, vaporizing screaming spirits with their demonic flames and setting tattered sails ablaze. The merfolk under Queen Melusine’s command also entered the fray, either slamming the ghostly ships’ hulls to blow holes in them or outright attempting to climb and board them, their spears clashing with the swords of rotting brine zombies manning the galleys and caravels. 

Simon had enough experience with necromancy to tell that the best strategy was to go for the Necromancer himself, which wasn’t all too difficult; he had already seen Voltobauta’s Ravenous flagship in a past reign and spotted it as the fleet’s vanguard. The four-masted black carrack sailed ahead of its forces, its golden skull figurehead glimmering at the front and its crimson bat flag fluttering in the mist. 

Simon immediately directed two of his demodragons to bring it down. “Burn that vessel and send it to the bottom of the sea!” 

His thralls roared and flew straight towards the Ravenous before blasting its hull with hellfire. Bloody runes flared on its decayed wood and dissipated the flames in an instant, before two phantom skulls flew from the deck. While one of the demodragons dodged one, the other was struck by the other projectile and fell dead into the water in an instant upon contact. 

Death X. 

Voltobauta was onboard. 

Simon heard roars above him and turned to see a few dragonkin diving down at him with murder on their mind, having been freed from Vouivre’s control by Eole’s song. They unleashed flames upon him that he quickly shrugged off with his Ring of Cursed Flames. 

I can’t let that airship reach our army or we might lose control of it, Simon thought as he activated his Dreadful Aura, the dragonkin attacking him falling dead the moment they saw him. A flash of guilt coursed through Simon when the corpses turned back into humans and shifters, but he forced himself to focus on the mission. He then directed his phantom steed towards the Ravenous to take down the Necromancer himself. First Voltobauta, then Eole. 

“Your Majesty, our divinations spotted the Rider’s group advancing on us and the Lighthouse’s Templars have begun a sortie to break our siege,” Cassandra informed him through telepathy. “Lady Vouivre asks for a report on your situation.”

Vouivre had been wrong, Mastemo hadn’t folded at the sight of the Miasma Cannon. Knowing the Cleric, it might have only hardened his resolve to defend his holy site. “The Adventurer and the Necromancer are attacking us,” Simon replied, “I’m not sure if they are coordinating with Endymion.”

“Lady Vouivre says this would be too big of a coincidence otherwise,” Cassandra countered, and she was likely right. “She orders us to engage our attackers.”

“Follow her commands. I will rejoin you as soon as I deal with our interlopers."

Starting with Voltobauta. 

The Ravenous’ skull figurehead suddenly opened its jaw to reveal a small cannon hidden within. Simon barely had time to order his steed to veer left to dodge, but a blast of mana still managed to vaporize its back half. His steed collapsed back into the miasma from which it sprang and forced Simon to use Darkflight to land onto the Ravenous’ black deck. 

He found Voltobauta there, sipping wine on an ostentatious golden throne while he watched the chaos above. A pale female elf butler with raven hair refilled his glass as soon as he emptied it. 

“Look at that,” Voltobauta said upon spotting the Nightveiled Simon and meeting his gaze, “Are you an assassin, or the leader of these scaled ruffians?”

Simon sensed him trying to worm his way into his mind, and failing. 


Charm negated by Indomitable Crown. 



“You were a fool to come here, Voltobauta,” Simon replied sternly as he looked over the deck. The Ravenous didn’t seem to have any crew manning it, but he could sense the Dark seeping from the planks beneath his feet. “You are not one to wage battles you cannot win. What made you think inviting our hostility would end well for you?”

“What, you think we’re stupid?” Voltobauta finished his glass, tossed it overboard, and then rose from his throne. The butler’s bottle of wine turned into daggers in an instant. “We consulted the Oracle, who said it would be our best chance to save the shifters from slavery if we struck this place today.”

That omniscient bitch. “She lied to you,” Simon said as he summoned his morningstar. “If you do not turn back now, all you will find on these shores is death and despair.”

“You might be right,” Voltobauta replied as he raised the same kind of small, handheld cannon Renal had used against Simon in Cocagne from under his cloak. “But if a man is a man, he lives up to his word.”

His hand cannon fired a small, manalith projectile at Simon, who smashed it aside in midair with his morningstar and retaliated with Hellthunder. Voltobauta turned into red mist before the lightning could hit him while his butler threw a lightning-quick series of knives that harmlessly bounced off Simon. 


Poison ailment negated by Unyielding Essence. 



“Disappear,” Simon said as he slew the butler with a single Ectoplasmer, the impact throwing her corpse overboard. Voltobauta reformed atop the poop deck and whipped out his cloak, a trio of fireballs materializing out of it and lunging straight at Simon. He simply walked through them with his Ring of Cursed Flames shielding him from the damage. 

However, the deck soon began to shudder beneath his feet. Ghastly, corpselike hands materialized out of the wood and attempted to keep him in place. He rotted them all to nothing with Putrefy, but this allowed Voltobauta to snip him with a Death X spell. 


Instadeath negated by Unyielding Essence. 



“Just how many immunities do you have?!” Voltobauta complained. He had found his worst match-up possible.

“Frustrating, isn’t it?” Simon replied with a little bit of sympathy before enchanted arrows hit his back and shoulders. He looked up to find skeleton archers having suddenly appeared on the crow’s nests above and now firing projectiles at him. They barely inflicted any damage since they broke on impact after failing to penetrate his Overlord armor, but they were still distracting. 

Simon ordered his remaining demodragons to smash the crow’s nests atop the masts, which they did by outright smashing into them. He ran past falling skeletons and leaped atop the poop deck with some help from Darkflight, his morning star smashing the spot where Voltobauta used to stand a second ago. The pirate deftly dodged and retaliated with a rapier that suddenly appeared in his free hand. It struck past Simon’s guard and grazed his shoulder, trying and failing to drink his lifeforce. 


Energy Drain negated by Unyielding Essence. 



“Seriously?” Voltobauta asked with the most annoyed tone imaginable. He disengaged from close combat to dodge Simon’s counterstrike, then fired away with his hand cannon instead. “Did you tailor your entire build to counter mine?”

“You’re quick for a Necromancer,” Simon mused out loud as he deflected the shot. He looked above as explosions rocked the sky, thanks to Lorimor and Casval exchanging fireballs and beams with the airship’s cannons. 

“Oh, this is not my Necromancer outfit,” Voltobauta replied lazily, “I only pull it out when I’m in real trouble.”

“Let’s put that boast to the test then.” Simon glared at the undead. Mindflayer. 

The psychic blast took Voltobauta by surprise and caused him to lose his balance, allowing Simon to grab his face with his free hand and cast Gigatox. The Necromancer let out a roar of pain as acidic ooze ate away his eyes and face, melting his mask and flesh alike. 

“Tell the airship above to turn around and leave,” Simon ordered as he raised his mace to shatter his skull. “Listen while you still have ears, and you may yet keep your unlife.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but… she dragged me into this.” Voltobauta turned to mist again as Simon’s morningstar phased through him, then reformed back on the deck. His mask was gone, revealing poisoned sores and wounded red eyes beneath. “Fine, a serious fight then.” 

His outfit changed in a flash, becoming dark robes topped by a skeletal mask and a black-brimmed hat, a great scythe replacing his handheld cannon and rapier. 

“Soul Resonance,” he said.

The air grew chiller all of a sudden, with Simon freezing in place as a thousand screams echoed across the fleet. He watched on in surprise as the hundreds of ghosts which had been harassing his flying forces and merfolk allies suddenly gathered in a vortex swirling towards Voltobauta. They entered his body and swelled his veins with miasma and mana, causing his muscles to ripple beneath his robes. 

“I usually don’t do this, but…” Voltobauta extended his cloak like a bat’s wings and let out a strident roar. “Behold my true form and despair!”

And then he transformed.

A wave of miasma smelling like fresh blood erupted from him and reshaped his flesh into a towering beast. His cloak turned into wings of clawed bones bound by a crimson membrane, and his robes were shredded apart to reveal pulsating purple muscles and ectoplasm-fueled veins. His face transformed into a ghoulish, eyeless bat-like maw that his Class mask merged with, his nails lengthening into claws. The creature towered over ten feet tall and burned with magic. 

Interesting… did he merge with all those spirits? Simon wondered as he channeled magic into his hand. Knowing better than to use ailments on a juiced-up undead, he chose to focus on pure offense. Ectoplasmer might make him stronger, which leaves Corrosion. 

“Gigatox!” Simon cast at Voltobauta, hitting his chest with poisonous slime… except this time, the acid hardly managed to do any damage. “What the–”

“Now it’s your turn,” Voltobauta replied as he lunged at Simon. “Hasten!”

He became a blur too quick for Simon’s eyes to follow and struck him in the chest with force rivaling that of Thalas. Simon was flung across the poop deck, only managing not to fall off it by summoning Shadowchains to bind himself to the floor… and that only lasted until Voltobauta bullrushed him again, teeth first.

Simon barely managed to block the monster’s jaws with his morningstar before he could bite his head off, but this gave Voltobauta the opportunity to crush him in a terrible embrace. His mighty arms pressed against Simon’s back with enough force to snap a tree in two. Simon had grown so robust over the reigns he could resist it, but it still hurt. 

“Exsanguinate!” Voltobauta hissed through his bound jaws. 

Simon immediately sensed his magic take hold of him, and blood rushed out of him through every opening. His eyes, his mouth, his nose, his ears, even his ass… every single hole in his body began to expel blood in copious amounts. He could feel it work its way up his veins and towards his other orifices through Voltobauta’s wicked power. His Lovestuck transferred the effect to Shabram's sacrificial agent, but a second attempt stuck.


Bleed ailment transferred by Lovestruc-

Bleed Ailment! 



“Finally!” Voltobauta exclaimed with glee and relief, though his attempt to drink his blood promptly soured his mood. “Argh, even your blood is poisonous?! Now that’s just petty!”

Simon had experienced far worse pain, but the blood loss did worse than risk his life; it diminished his strength and allowed Voltobauta to force his jaws closer. With no other choice, Simon began to tap into the lifeforce of his thralls to heal himself quicker than he could bleed out while casting Mindflayer. Voltobauta hissed as he took Simon’s psychic pain and energies head-on, yet he didn’t let go of his target. The two entered into a battle of attrition, with the vampire trying to shatter his back while he tried to wrench himself free.  

A pity that the outcome was determined from the start. 

“You’re strong, vampire,” Simon complimented his foe. “But I’m as strong as the Berserker.”

Having regained his strength, Simon jabbed Voltobauta’s throat with his free hand so hard it drew blood. The vampire coughed in surprise and lost his concentration, allowing Simon to break himself free with a Chaos Wave. The telekinetic wave propelled Voltobauta against one of his ship’s masts and shattered it. 

“Restrain him,” Simon ordered his demodragons, two of them descending upon the deck and slamming onto Voltobauta from all sides. Simon switched strategies by removing his Class outfit and then joining his hands. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!” 

Voltobauta managed to punch a demodragon off him right as holy flames descended from the heavens to consume him. A pillar of blue fire hit him with all the glowing might of the sun, melting away his undead flesh and causing him to scream in odious agony. The sacred power of the Light Megalith hurt him just as much as it inflicted terrible wounds on Simon himself. The two demodragons bit his arms and then pulled in two directions, quartering him.   

Vampires, so strong and yet so vulnerable, Simon thought as he chanted Voltobauta’s final rites. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindl–”

A blade sharp as the wind sliced the two demodragons’ heads off in a single flash of steel, freeing Voltobauta.

Realizing the danger, Simon barely had time to put his Overlord outfit back on as a fleeting shadow faster than Renal closed the gap between them in an instant. He cast Chaos Wave to repel her, the tip of a sword grazing his chest. 

His attacker landed on her feet still a few steps away from him, graceful like a feline. A raven-haired beauty in her late twenties with pale blue eyes, Lorean features, and a slim build, she wore a form-fitting Class outfit composed of a red tunic held by a blue sash, simple leather boots, a small white scarf, a backpack, and a fashionable feathered hat. A silver blade resembling the Mana Sword’s replica glittered in her hand. 

“Trouble?” she asked Voltobauta. 

“He’s… tough,” Voltobauta admitted, coughing smoke. He quickly grabbed a beheaded demodragon to gorge him on its blood, to no avail. “His mace put… Anti-Heal on me… can’t regenerate...”

This just keeps getting worse, Simon thought as he faced his new opponent. “Alcyone Hyades, I assume?”

“Am I that famous?” The woman smiled as she raised her sword at him with a duelist’s grace. “Who might you be, mysterious stranger clothed in darkness? If you open up with bad poetry about struggling with your inner darkness, I’m out.”

“The name’s Beli–” Simon froze once he spotted another figure on the bridge, standing next to Voltobauta; a feathered figure garbed in kish clothing, holding a harp. He immediately cancelled his Dreadful Aura before she could notice him and fall to Insteadeath. “Eole?”

Eole’s head snapped in his direction, her eyes widening in a mix of shock and unease. “Simon?” she asked, likely recognizing his voice. “Simon, is that you?”

“Eole?” Simon couldn’t believe his eyes. Did the Adventurer’s fast travel let her take people with her when she teleported around? “What are you doing here?!”

“I am here to fulfill our covenant, to free my people from Vouivre’s grasp,” Eole reminded, frowning. “Why are you fighting us? Why do you… why do you look like this?”

Alcyone’s eyes widened. “You’re our agent in Vouivre’s army?”

“You could have told me… from the start…” Voltobauta complained as he forced himself back to his feet, his wounds bleeding profusely. “Curse my rotten luck…”

“It’s…” Simon clenched his teeth. “There’s no time to explain. You need to leave, now.”

“I can’t!” Eole snapped back angrily. “Have you seen what Vouivre has done?! She…” Her teeth clenched when she looked up at her doubles in the sky. “She used my face to… to enslave my own people!”

“It’s…” Simon gulped, trying to word it in a way that wouldn’t break her heart further. “It was unavoidable, Eole.”

She stared at him for a moment, her skin paling. “How did Vouivre know what I look like?” she asked, her voice breaking. “You… you did this?”

“I told you I would have to sully my hands to win her trust,” Simon replied, not denying his crimes. “I did what I had to do to learn her weaknesses and spare you those sins.”

Eole scowled with pure fury and indignation, but then closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Alright…” she said, clearly forcing herself to think rationally. “Alright… then let’s end this, together.”

“I told you, it’s not the time–”

“This is the time,” Alcyone insisted. “The Oracle said as much. ‘Strike today and the hammer of justice shall fell the dragon queen.’ This is our opportunity!”

The hammer of justice? Did the Oracle mean Euphemia? Did she predict a confrontation between her and Vouivre without being aware that Simon’s presence would throw her prophecy off the rails? 

Could they… could they actually kill Vouivre today? 

“Simon… remember our covenant,” Eole said, extending her hand at him. “If we let Vouivre live any longer, there won’t be a Telluria or world to save. She will kill everything and everyone. If we join force–”

“It won’t be enough,” Simon replied, though the truth was that he was unsure. “Victory… isn’t guaranteed.”

“It never is, but we must try anyway,” Alcyone replied before frowning. “Wait… it’s not fear that holds you back, is it?”

Eole scowled. “What do you want, Simon?”

Her question was met with silence. 

Simon had no idea what to do now. Nothing was happening as he had foreseen, and so many unknown factors had entered the fray… and if Endymion won and gained the Chest of Worlds… and what would it matter without Anna? Her father wouldn’t forgive her death nor Simon’s betrayal, nor would Euphemia and Louis… he had alienated nearly all of his allies. 

Should I stay with Vouivre or turn against her? Simon wondered, shaking. Why… Why am I hesitating? She’s a monster and this could be our opportunity to take her out for good… there might never be a better chance.

So why? Why was he hesitating? 

Because it’s another of the Oracle’s plans, Simon told himself, I can’t follow her plots when they always include my destruction as a key element. And if she didn’t foresee me, then her prophecy means nothing. 

He couldn’t change course now, not before he had accessed the Chest of Worlds and its contents. The risk that it ended up in Endymion’s hands and away from his right when he was on the verge of claiming the Abyssal Chronicle was too grea–

Casval’s roar echoed above them, his shadow flying over Alcyone. The Adventurer leaped away from the poop deck right before he crashed onto it and landed right next to her allies. 

“Friend Simon, are you alright?!” Casval asked with what could pass for genuine concern. The dragon moved in front of him protectively, baring his fangs at Eole’s group.

“I’m… fine, Casval,” Simon replied, right as a song echoed out from the sea. 

He heard Melusine’s voice leading a chorus of mermaid voices. Their melodies bent the very water beneath the fleet, causing them to turn into a swirling whirlpool growing in the middle of the fleet. Ships were slowly dragged into its deadly embrace, the Ravenous shaking as it began to drift towards the storm’s edge. 

Voltobauta appeared to recognize the song, much to his dismay. “It’s the Charybdis Rhapsody!” he shouted in panic. “The mermaids are sinking my fleet!” 

“And you along with it!” Casval said as he gathered his breath, but Simon stopped him with a wave of his hand. “Friend Simon?”

“Leave now, all three of you, and do not return,” Simon ordered Eole’s group, gathering his breath. He only had to look above and see their airship’s wreck falling towards the sea from Lorimor’s continued eyebeam blasts to tell how this battle would go. “It’s… too late.”

“Yes… I concur.” Voltobauta muttered, turning to look at Alcyone. “The crew first.”

Alcyone scowled in frustration, but the dark look on her face paled before Eole’s own. “Why?” she asked Simon, her question heavy with sorrow, incomprehension, and the sting of betrayal. “Why?”

“I… I can’t turn back now,” Simon muttered back, to her and to himself. “I have to see how this ends, Eole.” 

Her glare turned hateful, her eyes traveling to the dragon at Simon’s side and then back at him. She held back tears, her fists shaking. 

Simon took a deep breath. “Eole–”

“Shut up,” she interrupted him immediately, her words venomous, “I was wrong about you. You’re just another slaver.”

Her words hurt because she was right. The Adventurer grabbed her and Voltobauta, then teleported away. Simon watched from the deck with sorrow and the clear realization he had made a mistake. 

“Friend Simon, you may climb on my back to ration your miasma,” Casval said. “It is a long way to the shore.” 

“Yes… yes, that’s wise,” Simon replied grimly as he moved to climb onto the dragon’s back. “Why did you come, Casval? I told you to focus on the airship.”

“I was concerned about you,” Casval replied as he expanded his wings. “I didn’t want to see you die.”

“That’s… kind of you, Casval.” Could he… could his concern actually be genuine? Simon had dismissed it for a long time, but now he wondered.

“Why did you spare them?” Casval asked as they took flight, leaving the Ravenous to be sucked into the whirlpool. “I didn’t say anything because I trust you, but we could have taken their Crestones.”

“I don’t know,” Simon admitted. “I don’t know what I want.”

“You do,” Casval replied, “You want us. You choose us.”

“I see why you came to me,” Vouivre had told him earlier in their reign. “You have more in common with us than with them.”

And it was then, as the wind blew over Voltobauta’s sinking fleet, that Simon realized that she was right: he did enjoy the company of the demons and cold-blooded lizards he had joined hands with this reign more than the likes of Anna now. Leading a branch of the Cobweb as a crime lord and conquering Telluria had both felt more natural than his time at the Academy. 

What… What am I becoming? Simon wondered as he looked at his clawed, gauntleted hands. What kind of person am I now?

The question rested heavily on his mind, right as a beam of purple light seared a burning horizon. Simon looked up to see a great tower tilt and snap.

The Lighthouse was crumbling.
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  The Lighthouse crumbled in on itself.

The Miasma Cannon blast had struck its base and destabilized the entire structure, causing it to fall to the side onto the plains which it once towered over. Thousands upon thousands of tons of stone and marble crashed onto the ground below in a cataclysmic waterfall of rubble. A massive plume of smoke arose into the sky, followed by a flash of blue light.

Simon would be lying if he said the Lighthouse’s destruction didn’t shake him to his core. The monument had stood strong since the Doom, enduring over the centuries through Mardok’s slaughters, Gargauth’s devastation, and Balzam’s conquests… yet it took a mere two shots from Vouivre’s Miasma Cannon to bring it down. Simon hoped the wards keeping the demons and monsters sealed by the Church of the Light beneath its base would hold rather than unleash more horrors into the countryside.

It was always so much easier to destroy than to create.

No, no, no, I must focus, Simon told himself, forcing himself to keep his mind on the battle. I have to win. If I waver now, I’m dead. 

If he hesitated now, it would have all been for nothing. So he steeled his resolve and focused.

Miles separated Simon and his allies from the main camp, but he could see raging flames in the sky past the veil of smoke. Endymion’s forces had engaged their own over the ruins of the fallen temple.

“Duchar, report,” Simon ordered through telepathy.

“Empress Euphemia and her followers have engaged Lady Vouivre’s troops,” the necromancer replied, “My children and I are currently protecting the Miasma Cannon and Prince Thalas from Prince Dassein’s attacks, but I cannot say how long we can endure.”

“I’ll reinforce your position immediately,” Simon replied, glancing at Lorimor. The scholar had rejoined them after sending the Adventurer’s airship to crash into the maelstrom now swallowing up Voltobauta’s fleet. “Lord of the Demon Castle.”

Simon teleported alongside Casval and Lorimor, leaving the fleet to sink into the waters. They reappeared right next to the miasma crystal embedded in the cannon and were swiftly welcomed by the thundering clamor of battle.

A terrible scene of carnage stretched out in front of him. The surrounding plains had turned into a swamp as the fallen Water Manalith oozed gallons upon gallons of liquid from atop the Lighthouse’s smoking ruins, drowning the grass with mud. Priests had taken position there and shot long-range spells at the Miasma Cannon and the Chest of Worlds, only to bounce off a barrier Duchar and the witch coven had raised around it. Hector and Borsh were clashing with Beatrice and her templars in the muck a little further below on a relatively even footing, the Berserker and his mechanical wolf ally tearing apart holy knights while taking wounds from sacred blades. Beatrice and her forces tried to hold their ground the best they could to protect the priests from the tide of shifter soldiers attacking them from all sides.

Simon spotted Mastemo across the battlefield, raining down beams of holy light while surrounded by hills of shifter corpses. A strange, colossal entity composed of a house-sized world sphere topped by a mechanical, faceless humanoid torso floated above him, its two golden wings ending in trumpets rather than feathers. The entity blasted down dragonkin trying to approach the High Confessor with soundblasts that tore them to pieces.

However, the true battle took place in the sky. Dassein’s Rider Corps was contesting the air with a much more numerous army of dragonkin. Endymion’s wyvern and griffin riders were Hastened and well-trained, but quantity was a quality all of its own; there was only so much thousands of high level warriors could do against a horde of dragons that outnumbered them twenty to one. Every wyvern rider took down two of its foes before being swarmed, but their troops felt the sting of the losses much more deeply.

Meanwhile, Vouivre had transformed into her monstrous five-headed form and clashed with Euphemia a mile away from Simon’s position, breathing apocalyptic projectiles at the Judge. Endymion’s empress had put on her Class outfit and grown two wings of light that carried her into the air. She brought down a golden warhammer crackling with holy light and thunderous lightning onto Vouivre’s central head, smashing it so hard the much larger beast actually wavered.

However, the more pressing threat to Simon right now was the golden manticore trying to claw its way past the barrier protecting the Miasma Cannon, and the enraged man on its back.

“Thalas!” Dassein called out from above, clad in his gilded Rider armor. His half-brother’s steel coffin was tied to the Miasma Cannon. “I’m coming, brother! Hold on!”

You never came for me, Simon thought bitterly, though he tried to suppress those feelings. Dassein did try to help him in the past. It’s too late either way. 

He had to see this through.

“We can’t let him break through the barrier,” Simon warned Casval and his allies, “Lorimor, Belzemine, with me.”

“Together, we’re invincible, Friend Simon!” Casval boasted with confidence as he took flight.

Simon wasn’t so sure. Leonard had called Dassein an army of his own capable of matching and defeating Vouivre in battle, and Shabram’s intel put him at over level seventy-five. His half-brother was a fearsome foe who outmatched him in single combat.

However, Simon had managed to beat Thalas while thirty levels under him with reinforcements. They didn’t need to kill Dassein either, and Simon would rather avoid it; they only had to repel him and force him to lick his wounds.

Simon immediately opened hostilities by casting Ruin at Dassein, who shrugged off the Madness, Silence, Blind, and Disease ailments… but ended up affected by Poison as green spots appeared on his skin. Simon hoped his Rider bond would cause the ailment to spread to his manticore as well, to no avail.

Dassein nonetheless backed away to avoid Casval’s breath of fire as the dragon rushed out through the barrier, with Lorimor and Belzemine in tow. The latter had put on her Pyromancer outfit on and flew into the air by channeling a stream of fire from her feet, then quickly cast a buff on Simon. “Aegis.”

Her magic flowed through Simon and quickly expanded to Casval thanks to their bond, reinforcing them both and finally putting an end to the Bleed ailment Voltobauta had placed on Simon earlier.


Hasten, Rampart, Barrier, Regen, and Aureole status applied for ten minutes.



Simon’s group emerged from the barrier and quickly surrounded Dassein from all sides in a triangle formation, though the Rider didn’t look threatened in the slightest. His manticore roared and snapped its jaws at all of them with bloodthirst.

“Simon… it is you, isn’t it?” Dassein asked as he spotted his brother, scowling beneath his helmet. “So Anna’s words rang true… you’ve been possessed.” His fists clenched with regrets. “I’m sorry, brother. I knew I should have given chase when you left the Academy, even if it meant disobeying orders… this is all my fault…”

“You couldn’t have changed anything,” Simon replied, though he knew he was both lying and wasting his words. He was just so tired of it all. “Leave this place, brother. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m not leaving without my siblings, you fiend!” A golden spear crackled with lightning in Dassein’s hands as his grief turned to rage. He immediately pointed it at Simon. “I will tear you out of my brother’s body with my bare hands if I must! Have at you!”

Simon immediately sensed an invisible pressure weighing down on him, forcing him to focus on Dassein and ignore the chaos around them.


Rider Dassein challenged you to a Joust! You will inflict reduced damage on all targets except Rider Dassein until you complete the Joust!



Simon mentally ordered his allies to attack and fired an Ectoplasmer spell. Casval breathed fire, Lorimor unleashed a volley of eye beams, and Belzemine followed through with a volley of fireballs.

Dassein watched this onslaught coming from all directions, and his answer was a roar of defiance.

The mane of his manticore suddenly glowed like the heart of the sun in a blinding flash of light. Simon grunted as he covered his eyes in an attempt to protect himself, to no avail. His vision went white for a second.


Blind ailment transferred by Lovestruck! 



“I don’t see anything!” Casval complained through their telepathic link.

“Fly left!” Simon ordered as he saw Dassein fly past all projectiles sent his way and rush at him with his spear with phenomenal speed. Casval thankfully managed to avoid the blow aimed at him as Dassein flew past them, the tip of his spear missing them by an inch.

There are still cracks in my ailment immunities, Simon realized, to his annoyance. Bleed, Blind, and what else? “Petrify!”

He attempted to strike at Dassein’s manticore and send them plummeting to the ground the same way he had slain one of the Monk’s students, but the beast easily shrugged it off. Lorimor—who was naturally immune to blinding effects as a creature with so many eyes—continued to bombard him with eyebeams, but the manticore simply ascended upward to dodge them all.

“Gjallarhorn!” Dassein shouted during his ascent, a war horn appearing in his free hand. He quickly blew into it, its roar so loud it hurt Simon’s ears. The poison infecting Dassein was immediately dissipated, while a thin forcefield Simon recognized as the Rampart and Barrier status effects covered both him and his mount.

His Rider abilities are better than my Warmonger Perk, Simon thought as Belzemine quickly healed Casval of his blindness with a healing spell, They only share beneficial effects, not the negative ones. 

“Target the mount and stay at range,” Simon ordered his troops as they gave pursuit. “Lorimor, dispel and debuff, Belzemine all offense. If his Perks are anything like mine, the Rider cannot be dismounted by force.”

The trio chased after Dassein into the sky, flying past the dense melee of dragonkin exchanging fire with the Rider Corps. They traveled past the sea of clouds until the people below vanished into dots.

Dassein suddenly turned around and charged back at them with the speed of a meteor, forcing the trio to split up. The manticore deftly dodged Lorimor’s eyebeams and gave chase to Casval, catching up to him in spite of his Hastened status.

We have to slow him down somehow, Simon thought as he put on one of his magical rings and called out a wind div. The toad demon gathered his breath and breathed out a croak that blew a storm Dassein’s way.

The Rider suddenly found himself facing hostile winds that significantly slowed him down, allowing Lorimor to close in and hit him with his dispelling eyebeams. Dassein’s Rampart and Barrier protections were stripped away, but he quickly retaliated by throwing his lightning spear like a javelin at the scholar. The projectile surged across the battlefield like a thunderbolt and impaled Lorimor through his torso, the impact being so strong it tore out half his body and killed him instantly.

Belzemine flew past Lorimor’s falling corpse and moved behind Dassein, her hands gathering a blue fireball. Casval charged forward with the wind at its back like a jouster horse and trapped the Rider between him and his elf ally. The manticore unleashed its own fiery breath to clash with Casval while Simon cast a quick Putrefy. His spell rotted the manticore’s left wing, and Belzemine blasted off the other.

Yet it did not fall.

Dassein’s manticore continued to float in place in spite of its crippling wounds while its rider unsheathed a colossal, curved greatsword. Dassein swung it at Simon and Casval, the slice creating some kind of curved beam of light. Casval immediately dodged by veering to the side, but Simon realized they were never the targets when his wind div was sliced in two and summarily slain.

With no storm to slow him down, Dassein’s manticore charged after Casval with a fiery aura surrounding it. Simon managed to cast a quick Mindflayer spell that caused the beast to veer off its trajectory before it could ram into his own mount. The manticore and the dragon instead flew past one another like jousters, their riders trading blows.

“Fight the evil back, brother!” Dassein shouted at Simon as his sword clashed with his sibling’s morningstar. The sheer blowback would have unhorsed them both without their Perks, yet neither refused to yield. “I don’t want to hurt you!”

“Me neither!” Simon snapped back with bottled anger and bitterness. “But you and the others never listen!”

The two riders’ weapons ceased their clash and they continued to fly past one another. Belzemine forced Dassein back with fireballs when he tried to turn around for another charge, the manticore swirling on itself to dodge the attacks and swimming through the clouds like a shark on the prowl.

“Prince Dassein has Auto-Hasten and Auto-Levitation effects of some kind, Your Majesty,” Belzemine warned Simon through telepathy, “They reapply themselves every minute.”

“So we only have one minute of vulnerability at best,” Simon thought back. The Rider’s Perks weren’t as versatile as those of the Overlord or the Mage, but like the Berserker, they were excellent for their specific purpose. “Wait and Dispel at my command.” 

To his surprise, Dassein suddenly had his manticore fly up towards the sun. He put his war horn aside and raised his hand, the spear he used to impale Lorimor to death returning to him in an instant.

“Charged Attack, Wotan’s Judgment!" he shouted as lightning began to gather in his spear. Magic swirled around him, and he suddenly stopped his ascent once he was half a mile above his enemies. “This will hurt, brother, but I swear you won’t die!”

Simon doubted his promise as the air suddenly became oppressive. Dragonkin and demons alike below them turned to nervously look up at the Rider the way animals anxiously stared at an incoming thunderstorm.

“Friend Simon…” Casval said, sounding anxious. “I don’t think that’s good for us…”

“It’s not!” Simon replied as he ordered his allies to charge. Casval and Belzemine immediately ascended after Dassein. “Putre–”

Then came the notifications.


Anti-Heal and Anchor ailment transferred by Lovestru–

Anti-Heal and Anchor! Sharp debuff to all stats!



Simon was almost used to these sneaky attacks, but the real surprise lay in their source: the Devil Brands.

A barrage of ailments flowed out from multiple thralls of his spread across the battlefield, traveling through the soul connection he shared with them. Simon immediately put his Soul-reflecting amulet on to protect himself right as multiple psychic blasts of pure psychic energy traveled through the bonds. A few were deflected straight back at the senders, killing the thralls and cutting their connections, but others slipped past his safeguard to assault his mind. The mother of all headaches seized him and set his brain ablaze, breaking his concentration and paralyzing his thoughts.


Mind damage! Mind damage!



Simon suddenly realized he had made a terrible assumption: that since the brands bonded with the soul, only Soul-elemental attacks could travel through them, and his amulet didn’t protect him from the Mind element... Even Indomitable Crown only shielded him from mind-affecting effects like Madness or Berserker rather than the pure blasts of psychic damage traveling through the brands.

“Ah…” Simon tried to form a word, and failed. Not only did the constant barrage of mental attacks paralyze his body and mind, but the Anti-Heal effect turned Aegis’ regeneration into an insidious poison eating away at him from the inside out. “Must… break…”

“Friend Simon?!” Casval asked in panic, noticing his distress and shock. “What’s going on?!”

“Your Majesty!” Belzemine’s eyes widened in alarm, and she quickly rushed to help him rather than target Dassein. “Clear!”

Her spell—some kind of advanced Dispel—removed the Anchor and Anti-Heal status effects alongside his buffs, which allowed Simon to immediately drain the thralls to death in order to both heal himself and cut off the connection… at the cost of letting Dassein complete his technique.

“Here it comes!” Dassein chanted an incantation, immense amounts of lightning gathering in his spear until the heavens themselves were streaked with thunderbolts. “The supreme lightning that guarantees victory!”

Acting quickly, Simon put on his Ring of Cursed Thunder and cast one last spell to protect his allies. “Elemental Imbalance: Lightning–”

“Ragnarok!”

The lightning burned the horizon and smote them.

A thunderbolt of unbelievable voltage burst out of Dassein’s spear with all the heavens’ fury. Belzemine moved in front of Simon and Casval to hastily weave a magical barrier to protect them, but the bolt pulverized the meager shield and vaporized the elf along with it. Simon heard the echo of her death ripple through her brands right as the light consumed him and Casval.

His dragon shrieked in agony, and so did its rider. Though Simon’s ring shielded him from the actual lightning, he couldn’t say the same for the divine energies carried by the current. They fried his eyes and tongue, set his nerves ablaze, and melted the Overlord armor and his flesh in a blinding flash of true agony.


Wotan’s Judgment pierced through your mount’s Lightning Resistance!

Massive Mythic damage! 



Simon only managed to formulate one thought through the pain and thunder: Lord of the Demon Castle.

He and Casval teleported next to the Miasma Cannon, two piles of half-dead molten flesh lying in their own blood.

Simon drained his remaining thralls to recover, his eyes healing enough for him to see again. His body hurt all over, his cracked Overlord armor leaked miasma, and he smelled of burnt flesh and leather, but he was still in a much better shape than his dragon mount.

“Ah…” The charred thing that used to call itself Casval let out a rattle through a cheekless mouth of bones. His scales were fried and gone in many places, leaving exposed flesh whose muscles continued to jolt from ambient lightning. Some of his guts had spilled over the ground. “It… hurts…”

“Hold on…” Simon grunted as he removed his Overlord outfit. Every word hurt his chest. “Kind lightstone, restore our wounds with… your Megaheal…”

His magic coursed through his hands and flowed into Casval, soothing his pain and closing a handful of his many, many wounds.

“I… can’t see…” Casval rasped, shivering. “Simon… I don’t… want to die…”

“I won’t let you,” Simon lied as he continued to cast Megaheal, to little avail. Casval was losing more blood and guts than his magic could heal him. “I won’t let you.”

He issued a telepathic call to Cassandra and the others to regroup at his position and come help, yet received no answer. The barrier protecting the Miasma Cannon had disappeared and he could hear the sound of battle in the distance. Was their position being assaulted?

“Ah… I’m… relieved…” Casval rasped, coughing blood. “She… would have left me…”

“She’ll be back for you,” Simon lied. Vouivre was still locked in battle with Euphemia across the horizon, if the blasts of energy and holy pillars of light across the horizon were any indication. “Just wait–”

He heard footsteps behind him. Heavy ones.

“You know,” a familiar voice said, Simon immediately putting his Overlord armor back on, “That was the exact same tactic your father used to take down Gargauth’s thrall network.”

Of course this was all his trap… Simon thought as he forced himself to peek over his shoulder to see the figure of the Commander standing behind him with a squad of Assassins and Ninjas whose weapons were drenched in blood, likely those of his followers. “How…”

“I read my daughter’s letters. Between the timing and your powers, the truth wasn’t hard to glimpse. I kept quiet because she cared… and I will die regretting it.” Maublanc unsheathed a Fablan-styled saber, his eyes gleaming with pure hatred beneath his helmet. “My daughter loved you, and you killed her.”

That accusation hurt even more than Dassein’s lightning.

Simon immediately attempted to teleport himself and Casval to Frightwall, consequences be damned, but he sensed a weight forcing him to stay there and face his death.


Commander Maublanc’s No Escape Tactic prevents escape and teleportation outside its perimeter!



“Gargauth tried that too, for all of his draconic pride,” Maublanc said with disdain. “You betrayed your own blood and nation to dragons, and for what? Because you thought you were above consequences?”

“Yes,” Simon replied honestly. He couldn’t deny the truth. “Yes… I thought I was.”

“You were wrong.” Maublanc walked forward while his men watched, clearly intending to murder Simon himself. “Your short reign is at an end, patricidal scum.”

Simon summoned his morningstar, though he knew it was futile. He was out of thralls to drain, surrounded, and unable to teleport. The best he could do would be to use Darkflight to fly out of the perimeter and escape, but it would mean abandoning Casval and the Chest of Worlds.

“Friend Simon…” Casval rasped. “Fly away.”

“Not without you,” Simon replied, the words escaping his mouth before realizing he had uttered them. Why? Why was he holding his ground for him?

“Oh…” Casval coughed, sounding somewhat pleased. “Alright… then…”

The dying Casval gulped, and spat out a pair of broken scales at the Commander’s feet.

Maublanc and his soldiers only had time to blink before a massive amount of miasma erupted from the artifact, a wave of fear and dread heralding the coming of their doom. A towering demonic knight formed from those energies, a crystal glowing on his chest.

“Take comfort, mortals, for your futile struggle is at an end,” Exodeos declared as shadows danced around him to celebrate his return, “And your meaningless existence with it.”

Casval’s hand suddenly surged and struck Simon on the chest by surprise, throwing him back right as Exodeos summoned his Abyssal Domain. Casval, the Zodiac Fiend, the Commander and his soldiers… all were swallowed into a sphere of darkness that cut them off from the rest of the universe, leaving Simon alone next to the Miasma Cannon.

What… What just happened?

Did Casval… did Casval sacrifice himself to save him? Why? Simon knew the truth, but he struggled to accept it, because he didn’t want to admit it was the same reason why he had held his ground.

In the end, they had indeed become friends.

In spite of their reptilian nature, in spite of their cruelty and savagery, in spite of everything… dragons could feel affection for others.

The blade struck Simon in the back of the head, splitting his helmet and spilling his brain onto the ground. Something bypassed his Betrayed Title, the blow hitting so hard it brought him to his knees and filled his eyes with blood.

Oh…. Simon thought as he looked up at the cannon to find a certain steel coffin empty and dangling into the void. Of course Maublanc would free him as well. 

“That was for Anna,” he heard Thalas say behind him as he pulled back his weapon for a second strike. He sounded grim, his words devoid of glee or satisfaction. There was only revenge and duty left to carry him forward. “This one is for me.”

The last thing Simon saw before his head rolled off his shoulders was lightning striking Vouivre across the horizon.

For the only thing capable of bringing a unified House Magnos down… was itself.

  

    
        Chapter 152: The Sanctuary in the Sky (1)

    
    
    
    
  The darkness welcomed him once again. 

As Mardok warned him, it would be a long time before Simon would meet the three bastards again. The single Crimson Throne facing him was empty and unoccupied; the triad that made up its spirit remained invisible to his Dark Visionary senses. 

All of that pain, all of that anguish and suffering, and he was still hardly any closer to getting his hands on Gargauth’s Abyssal Chronicle and understanding the true nature of the reigns. He had gotten a tiny bit closer to his objective by locating the Chest of Worlds, but the fact that its guardians could wound a Beast Crestone-powered Vouivre—whom Simon had seen matching Euphemia herself in battle—clearly told him he was nowhere near ready to tackle that particular challenge yet. 

It all felt like such a waste. 


This is the twentieth of your Hundred Reigns. 

You have gained the Title of Simon the Dragonrider.

The Dragonrider: You have learned that dragons make better mounts than horses. Your phantom steed will now take the form of a mighty dracozombie, gaining a wretched breath attack and greater strength. The associated Perks remain otherwise unchanged.



Was this the Overlords’ way of twisting the knife when it came to Casval’s death, by reminding Simon of it every time he summoned his steed? Or was it Gargauth’s attempt at insulting his spawn for letting themselves be ridden by a human? Learning that Casval could experience human feelings and be turned to Simon’s side was precious information, but the fact that the dragon was the only one to fight with him to the very end after losing Anna and everyone else left a bitter taste in his mouth.

This isn’t me, Simon told himself as he woke up in his bed more tired than he went in. I have work to do. I have to power through.  

Simon was only a fifth of the way through his reigns; which had felt both terribly long and horribly short. He had so many issues to handle: ambushing Silk to take the Rogue Crestone and devour its ability to bypass teleportation wards, reuniting with Remedia, finding a way to avert the imperial civil war, saving the world from the Zodiac Parade, exploring Frightwall, finding whatever the deal was with Mastemo’s crystal, helping Belzemine recover from her brainwashing, learning why Verney and the others wanted Anna so much, finding a way to infiltrate the Chest of Worlds to recover Gargauth’s Abyssal Chronicle, avoiding being killed by Vouivre, the Oracle, Elios Magnos, the White Unicorn and everyone who wanted the Overlord’s head on a spike, ensuring his friends and retainers lived happily… 

Simon thought about everything he had to do… and failed to rise from his bed. His body was heavy like a stone. 

Simon wasn’t feeling sick like at the start of his previous reign. His soul wound had healed and his power had returned, yet he lacked the will to get out of his bed. The mere idea of tackling the immense number of tasks ahead of him drained him of his strength.

The world beyond his bedroom now looked so… overwhelming.

No, no, I have to rise up, Simon told himself. There were only two hours before his father’s death was discovered, and he had to change the will before his family started fighting over the inheritance. “Keeper.”

The Keeper of the Throne’s shadow materialized at his side in an instant, ready to fulfill his every wish. “What is thy bidding, Your Dark Majesty?”

“I want you to modify the will to name…” 

And then Simon fell silent as he failed to conjure a name. Casval? Should he name Casval, ignoring his sacrifice to save Simon to ensure he wouldn’t kill Anna and Tiella down the line? No, no, he couldn’t; no more than naming Vouivre would end well from his experience in Cocagne. Pointing fingers at Verney would unite his family in a brutal overseas conquest rather than maintain peace…

What was he going to do? What was the plan? 

“How can you say the end will be worth it, as you say, if you don’t even know what the end is?” Vouivre’s words echoed in his mind, taunting him. “How do you expect to win if you don’t even know what you want?”

What am I aiming for? Simon suddenly wondered. Not just for this reign, but for all of them? 

Simon was now a fifth of the way through his Hundred Reigns, and he still struggled to imagine an endstate. Saving the world and those he loved from death and destruction was a goal he strived to achieve, as was surviving as long as he could… but just as Vouivre said, those were mere plans rather than a true vision of the future. 

“Name Laurent Linconnu as the Overlord’s heir,” Simon decided, more because it was a relatively ‘safe’ option that would win him more time to think than anything else. “And…” He turned in his bed. “Fetch me something to drink. Something that will give me energy for the day.”

Simon half-expected the Keeper to return with something ghastly, like a cup of human blood, but it instead brought him a delicious cocktail of fruit juices, sweets, and potions. It was tasty, but failed to give Simon the boost he needed. He rewrote the will to split his father’s inheritance between Balzam’s children and assign himself slaves, rested in his bed, and did nothing productive for the next two hours until his sister slammed his door open.

Afterwards, Simon sleepwalked his way through the exact same morning routine he had gone through nearly two dozen times by now. The sight of Thalas sneering at him almost brought him comfort—it was somehow easier to hate that bastard than see him turn his life around—yet Simon struggled to care. He felt like a corpse walking among ghosts rehearsing the exact same play, which Lauriane picked up on. 

“Simon, are you well?” she asked him with some concern. 

“It’s just… a lot to take in,” Simon replied. It wasn’t even a lie.

Lauriane put a hand on his shoulder. “The future is more than uncertain with Father dead, but I promise you no harm will come to you.”

Simon forced himself to smile, but his sister’s affection and reassurance failed to alleviate his mood. Just the idea of tangling with Thalas, Vouivre, and their kind again sucked all motivation out of him… as well as the fact that he would have to talk to Eole again. 

I have to power through, Simon told himself. Man up, Simon. It’s just another reign.

After settling their father’s inheritance, Simon invited Eole to his chambers to talk to her like he did many times in the past. Seeing her distrust him as a slaver at first sight was as displeasing as it was appropriate; he had spent so many reigns winning her over with his deeds and kindness, only to erase all that progress in the last one. 

Eole had ended up in the same place as where she began: hating Simon for all that he represented.

Not this time, Simon told himself. He didn’t have the heart to put her through another betrayal again, so he simply showed her her emancipation act.

“What is this?” she asked him warily.

“Your freedom,” Simon replied as he removed her slave brands, much to her surprise. “Go back to your people’s Sanctuary, forget this world below, and never return.” He sank into his chair. “It’s just a mess from start to finish.”

His exhaustion must have shown on his face, because Eole’s surprise and caution turned into concern. “Who… who are you?”

“A prophet who has seen too much,” Simon replied bluntly. 

He gave her a quick rundown of Vouivre’s intentions for the kish and Telluria, the fact that the Cobweb and the Necromancer were looking for the Adventurer who had crashed down on her home, and that her Sanctuary housed a dangerous archfiend who would break out of its prison in a year. Eole took all the information with a blank face. 

“I’ll make sure nobody can find your home,” Simon concluded. “So just go, be free, and never return. You will be a bane on your people even if you try to save them.”

Eole shifted in her seat and met his gaze. “As will you?”

Simon didn’t answer.

“You have seen terrible things, prophet,” Eole guessed. “It is written all over your face.”

Simon sighed. He couldn’t speak about the reigns, but he could at least share his burden by voicing it as visions. “There’s just… just so many moving parts,” he admitted. “Everybody’s selfish and pulling things their way until they break. I have no idea where to start anymore, or where this all ends. It’s exhausting.” 

“I have heard one of our elders say prophecies were as much shackles as they were blessings,” Eole muttered. “The gods are unkind to put that burden on you.”

“The gods had nothing to do with it.” Simon only had his predecessors to thank for the Curse of the Hundred Reigns. “It doesn’t matter. It’s just a problem I have to solve. I’ll find a way to save the empire.”

Eole scowled. “Why?”

Simon squinted at her. “Why what?”

“Why do you have to save this rotten land of evil, oppression, and slavery?” Eole argued. “It doesn’t deserve your help.”

“Because I live in it,” Simon replied, though her question rattled him somehow. “Because someone has to do it, or many innocents will die.”

“Someone will rescue this land, if they must… but you are not the Paladin, Lord Simon. You are just a man. No one expects you to save anyone.” Eole took a deep breath. “You advised me to abandon a doomed battle. Perhaps you should do the same.”

“And go where?” Simon pointed out. He had learned to his detriment that the likes of the Oracle and Cobweb would always find him eventually, and the Zodiac Parade would engulf the world in time. 

Eole stared at him and hesitated an instant, before saying, “You could come with me.”

It wasn’t the first time she suggested it, but it truly caught Simon’s attention this time. “Leave? With you?”

“We could go to my people’s Sanctuary. This empire is rotten to the core, and its Overlord is a demon wearing human skin.” She bit her lip. “I can tell your gift and its expectations gnaw at your heart like a worm. Staying here will only lead to your suffering.” 

She was right, and it did eat at him… but to leave now? Could he actually do that? Abandon the empire, his family, and the entire surface? 

The idea sounded absurd considering the looming threat of the Zodiac Parade, not to mention the civil war, Vouivre, and the Cobweb… yet Simon didn’t feel ready to tackle any of these threats right now. Especially not so soon after everything that happened in his previous reign.

Most importantly, according to Eole, the Sanctuary’s inhabitants had never interacted with the surface since the Doom. They knew nothing of the Overlord, of Endymion, of the wars below. No one would raise an eyebrow at Simon’s presence except the Adventurer’s crew, and none of the people there had met him before the reigns. They would have no expectation of how he should behave, unlike Anna. He could just be himself there, at least for a time. No hiding, no acting, no looking over his shoulder for assassination attempts or danger. 

He could rest at last… 

Simon thought back to the previous reign and those that preceded it, to the exhaustion he felt, the friends he had lost, the battles he had waged… and the answer came clear and quick, almost like a relief. 

“Yes,” he decided, immediately sensing a weight lift off his shoulders. 

“Yes?” Eole repeated, her head perking up with surprise. She must have expected him to say no. 

“Give me a few days to settle my affairs here and ensure the likes of the Cobweb never find out about your home,” Simon said. “I would like to bring along someone else as well; an elf slave who dearly needs a place to belong.”

“That would be very kind of you, prophet, and we will house you both.” Eole nodded, a faint smile on her lips. “I promise you that my people will welcome you as an honored guest. I will repay the kindness you showed me.”

“You owe me nothing, Eole.” Especially not after how the last reign went. “Still, I look forward to seeing your home, especially if it is as beautiful as you say.” 

“It is,” Eole replied fondly. “I swear it.” 

She’s right, it shouldn’t be my burden to carry, Simon thought. His family, who needed a common enemy not to kill each other, the Oracle that would never stop interfering with his activities, the Cobweb and Vouivre… Simon was sick of them all, and he didn’t feel ready to tackle any of the countless problems he needed to address right now. Let somebody else bear that responsibility.

The world was full of self-proclaimed heroes. 

Let somebody else save the world for once. 



For the first time since he departed for Valne, Simon was set on following his first instinct: leaving this viper’s nest without looking back. 

Of course, he wasn’t selfish enough to just depart without taking some precautions. Neither did he ignore the fact that the Goatfish archfiend sealed in the Sanctuary would have to be dealt with at one point or another. 

Moreover, Eole had suggested her home could be a place where Belzemine could peacefully reconnect with other elves and slowly break away from her brainwashing in earlier reigns, and Simon intended to put that theory to the test. Taking her along might guarantee an elven attack on Frightwall, but Simon would take precautions to minimize the damage. 

Simon thus spent the day writing letters and reports, before asking for a meeting with Shabram and presenting her with a pile of documents; a treasure trove of information gathered across the reigns and copied from his Abyssal Chronicle in a way that wouldn’t trigger the Crimson Throne’s failsafe.

“What is this, Your Majesty?” Shabram asked as she reviewed the files, her eyes widening slightly. “Are these…”

“Prophecies,” Simon confirmed. “Intel about the threats to the empire, nation-shattering secrets and visions of what is to come, alongside the locations of safehouses and bunkers to ensure you and Aegio can survive the chaos to come. These documents now make you the most powerful woman in the entire empire, because the future is now yours to shape.”

“Me?” Shabram frowned at him, perhaps because he had mentioned Aegio as well. “Your Majesty, I do not understand.”

“I intend to leave the empire,” Simon admitted. “I lack the strength to do as I want–” Whatever it is I want. “–and I may not return. You are free to do as you wish with this intel.”

Her eyebrows furrowed deeper. “Why?”

“Because you are the most responsible person I can think of, and my father and I owe you for your dutiful service.” Shabram was one of the few people who had never failed Simon nor betrayed him in any of the reigns, and her loyalty would pay dividends. “You and your son will be on the winning side, because you’ll be in the position to pick it. All I ask in return is that you deliver a handful of letters and protect a few people of interest.”

Shabram looked over the letters, each sealed with a name on it. “Princess Lauriane, Lady Anna Paimon, Alphonse of Lore, Duchar Honorius, and… Queen Remedia of Cocagne?” The last one puzzled her the most. “What do these letters contain?”

“Farewells, and information,” Simon replied.

Most precisely, the letters to Alphonse and Remedia included the location of all known Zodiac Fiends and their vessels—except for the Sanctuary—alongside intel on the Zodiac Parade, warning about the Cobweb’s intentions, and the Overlord’s sworn promise to disappear. If the White Unicorn and Oracle were serious about protecting the world from evil and saving innocents, then let them prove it. This would also let Remedia deal with the Cobweb in Cocagne before it could threaten her or the Sanctuary. 

Duchar’s letter was a bit different in that it contained intel on how to safely transfer Hector’s soul. It would be harder without Simon’s Perks to ease the process, but he had no doubt a sorcerer of Duchar’s skill could replicate the feat. 

Finally, Simon also bade goodbye to Anna and Lauriane in the letters. He wasn’t emotionally ready to confront them directly again, and he knew they would investigate his disappearance. He hoped his words would at least give them closure. 

Shabram gave the documents another look, then sat on her desk. She was clearly biting her tongue and trying to think of a way to word something very unpleasant without offending Simon. 

“You are free to speak your mind,” Simon reassured her. 

“Your Majesty, while I am very honored and pleased by the trust you put in me… the empire needs an Overlord,” Shabram declared as she put aside the file. “This information will certainly help me profit from the chaos to come and ensure my son’s safety, but thousands will die no matter what I do with it.”

“Thousands will die even if I stay,” Simon countered. He had lived through that mess before. 

“Not necessarily,” Shabram replied. “I would suggest you ally with one of the parties at court using the information contained in these files. It will certainly cost a few political concessions, but the other group can be contained and our nation will not tear itself apart. You may even avoid another foreign venture if you ally with Empress Euphemia.”

Simon crossed his arms. “You would suggest I ally with a party that disdains shifters?”

“A bad peace is always better than a civil war,” Shabram admitted. It surprised Simon that she would push for civic duty over her own personal interest, or she thought a united empire served her better than a crumbling one. “My sympathies go to the War Party, but Prince Louis will push for an attack on the western continent in return for his support.”

“I don’t want to sacrifice thousands of Valneans and Loreans just because my people cannot make peace without a common enemy,” Simon said bluntly. 

“Then you should form a power block with Empress Euphemia, High Confessor Mastemo, and Lord Paimon,” Shabram suggested, “Princess Lauriane and Prince Dassein will hesitate to oppose you, which will force Prince Louis to bide his time rather than force an unfavorable confrontation. This would be the optimal scenario for imperial succession.”

“At the cost of becoming Euphemia’s puppet.”

“She will extract concessions,” Shabram admitted before waving the files, “But so can you. While Your Majesty may only have obtained the Overlord Class, the information you have gathered here is more than potent enough to force a compromise.”

Simon considered Shabram’s words. It was true he had significantly grown in power since he first attempted to rule in his own name, and learned quite a few damning secrets like Mastemo’s ownership of a Zodiac crystal. He did have levers to pull and press to his advantage.

However, it would mean spending the reign playing Overlord and peacemaker in Frightwall, and he was utterly sick of that viper pit. 

“Not now,” Simon decided. The mere idea of getting back into the political arena tired him. “I’m… not in the mood nor shape to keep the peace.” 

“You know you cannot run from this forever, Your Majesty,” Shabram argued. “The Crimson Throne chose you for a reason, even if you cannot see it yet. Your path will always lead you back to it in the end.”

“‘In the end’ can be a very long time, Shabram.” Simon had learned that truth to his sorrow. “Until then, I’ll leave the empire in your capable hands.”



A few days after settling his affairs and branding Shabram to ensure they could stay in contact in case of emergencies, a disguised Simon, Eole, and Belzemine boarded a mana-powered train in the dead of night, as they did twice before to travel to Valne. 

Their new destination would be far closer to home, namely a tall mountain near the border between Endymion’s heartland and the Valendre region, where they could simply fly up to the Sanctuary once it flew over the area. Simon intended to reveal his true identity to Eole during the trip, to ensure he would be as truthful as possible with her. 

“Do you have any regrets, Simon?” Eole asked him once they sat into the train’s passenger car. “It will be a long and difficult journey. Once we depart, there will be no turning back.”

Simon looked at the window, staring at the looming shadow of Frightwall in the distance beyond Marthrone’s lake. He could feel the Crimson Throne within its walls calling out to him, yearning for a master to sit upon it, and yet patiently waiting for his return. 

They both knew he would be back one day, in this life or the next. Even this journey would be little more than a temporary respite. 

“No,” Simon said, “None at all.”

  

    
        Chapter 153: The Sanctuary in the Sky (2)

    
    
    
    
  Simon revealed his true identity to Eole during the trip, as he did before when they infiltrated the Cobweb.

He feared she would change her mind about bringing him to the Sanctuary after learning she might welcome the Overlord to her home, but eventually relented for the same reason why she had accepted him during that reign: that he could have boarded any airship or revealed her homeland’s location to the empire if he had any actual interest in conquering it.

She did have questions, though. “How does a prophet end up with the Overlord Class?”

“Because it was forced upon me,” Simon replied. The Class, at least. “I did not choose it. As far as I can tell, my late father transferred it to me as something of a final act of cruelty. It amused him to see our family tear itself apart.”

“So this vile curse does not pass on to whoever killed its last holder, as the legends say.” Eole shifted in her seat. “Perhaps it was fate that we met, then. Taking the Overlord Class away into exile might do more good than you could have ever achieved with its wicked power.”

“I’m… not so sure,” Simon admitted. “I still wonder if the Class’ power could be used for good.”

“I do not think so,” Eole replied. “I am told the Class was created to embody evil itself. Any good deed it enables must have a hidden catch of some kind.”

Mayhaps. Simon still didn’t fully understand how the reigns worked, but the mere fact that it could undo an entire timeline to benefit a single person’s whims spoke volumes about its priorities.

“Maybe,” Simon admitted. “In that case, are you sure you still want to take me to your people’s Sanctuary? My mere presence could put it in danger.”

“I am not certain it is wise,” Eole admitted, smiling faintly. “However, you have been kind to me, and I can tell this burden causes you great distress. I pray our gods can provide you with a solution. They might have a way to seal away or purify the Class.”

“Your gods?” Simon frowned. “You mean your dryad?”

“We kish honor many gods,” Eole replied. “While we respect our dryad, Lady Junon, our Sanctuary is also home to many eidolons under the Sky-Father’s command. They are not as powerful as the cardinal guardians, but they are kind and fair.”

“I’ve never heard of this Sky-Father.”

“He is an eidolon who has watched over our people since the Doom,” Eole explained. “I am sure he will be able to help you with your curse.”

Simon doubted that, but he nodded slightly. The presence of eidolons in the Sanctuary had made him curious. Visionaries could infamously form contracts with them, and Mardok suggested he could ‘enslave and corrupt’ them, whatever that meant. Simon guessed he could at least see if he could form a contract with one of the entities.

“In the meantime, I ask that you do not use the Overlord Class when staying among my people until we can consult Lady Junon and the Sky-Father,” Eole said. “This power is evil, no matter what you may think. It does not belong with us… nor with you.”

“I see no issues with that,” Simon replied, having expected such a condition. “How big is your Sanctuary?”

“Our Sanctuary is an entire archipelago of flying islands,” Eole explained, “The southern one, Notus, is home to the Sky-Father, our eidolon protector. He will determine whether you will be welcomed among us.”

“I understand,” Simon said as their train slowed down upon nearing their destination, his gaze turning to an utterly expressionless Belzemine. “At least I will no longer be complicit in my nation’s atrocities.”

Eole scowled slightly. Simon had given her a brief rundown of Belzemine’s life, and though she was sympathetic to her situation, ferrying a slave to her home didn’t sit all too well with her.

“When was the last time you met fellow elves, Lady Firewand?” Eole asked in elvish.

“When His Majesty Mardok had me kill a handful in his personal arena,” Belzemine replied, causing both of her companions to flinch.

“That is… awful.” Eole cleared her throat, a look of pity in her gaze. “Our elven community lives on the northern island of Boreas. We could go there and meet your kinsmen.”

“If His Majesty wishes it,” Belzemine replied flatly.

This is going to be a long and difficult journey, Simon thought as he changed the subject. “Exactly how many islands does your Sanctuary have?”

“Our home includes four major islands and dozens of smaller ones, like the rock holding the Forbidden Keep,” Eole replied. “We have Boreas to the north, where our elven friends live in the shadow of our manatree; Zephyr to the west, where most of us kish live in peace; Notus to the south, the island of eidolons; and savage Euros to the east, home to our harpy sisters.”

“What’s a harpy?” Simon frowned. “I’m not familiar with the term.”

“Harpies are cousins to us kish, closer to birds than men,” Eole explained. “Our harpy sisters are half-feral and cannot shapeshift, though they often take kish lovers and coexist with us in peace.”

“I see.” Simon wondered if they were the result of one of the Two-Tailed Fish’s polymorphy experiments. “Either way, we have arrived.”

The Golden Mountains of Valendre—named as such due to having been the object of a wild gold rush during Gargauth’s years—were smaller than Mount Colt, partly because constant imperial mining operations had caused the tallest peaks to either crumble or slightly flatten over the centuries. It hardly took half a day for the group to reach the highest summit using a combination of magical and natural flight, at which point Eole began to sing to the wind for hours on end to contact the Sanctuary.

While he had suspected as much since their trip up Mount Colt, the Cocagne attack had taught Simon that the kish had at least partial control of the way their Sanctuary’s islands moved across the sky; enough that they could use them as bases to mount attacks on the surface should Vouivre and the War Party take them over.

Simon’s suspicions were proved correct when a second song began to echo Eole’s own a few hours into her performance, like a faint whistle joining with the breeze. He looked up to the sky and he noted that the number of clouds had grown denser.

“You have been allowed inside,” Eole confirmed to her companions. “However, it is a long flight up, so my family will come pick you both up.”

Simon’s eyes widened. “You have a family?”

“Of course I do.” Eole chuckled. “Did you think I was an orphan looking for her lost parents on the surface?”

“I’m just surprised,” Simon replied. He had never heard Eole talk much about her family during their time together in previous reigns. He assumed she probably sought to preserve her private life.

Belzemine looked up and spotted something in the sky. “Your Majesty.”

Simon followed her gaze and saw a dozen winged humanoids flying down to them.

Simon had never seen a kish besides Eole up close—except those the War Party turned into slave soldiers to attack Cocagne with—before, and he immediately noticed that their wings differed greatly from one another. Some were like those of eagles, others black and elegant like crows, or pristine white like those of herons. The kish men went shirtless, and the women wore colorful robes adapted to their morphology, all of them boasting tattoos or body paints. Their weapons were rudimentary, namely manalith-tipped spears and bows.

Two of them stood out from the lot due to their resemblance to Eole. At the group’s vanguard was their leader, a muscled shirtless man who looked to be in his late forties with a reddish beard and messy hair, deep silver eyes, and crimson wings. He was the only member of the group to carry a sword with a Crestone encrusted on its pommel and limb-protecting armor.

The other was a pale and handsome man with short pink hair tied up by a feather headband, red markings on his naked chest and shoulders, crimson wings similar to Eole, and pale eyes. He wore a traditional robe covering the lower part of his body, carried a staff stopped by an eagle head carving, and bore a Crestone necklace around his neck. He smiled with relief upon spotting Eole and moved to hug her warmly the moment he landed.

“Ruto,” Eole said upon warmly letting go of him. “I missed you so much.”

“I was overjoyed to hear your song again, sister,” the young man said, much to Simon’s surprise. “Your silence worried us greatly.”

“Your brother speaks true, I was considering leaving myself to find you, the elders be damned,” the kish leader said as his escort surrounded Simon and Belzemine. Although they didn’t threaten them, they seemed rather on edge. “I told you not to leave.”

“I’m sorry, father,” Eole apologized with a slight bow. “You were right, I faced much hardship on the surface. I would not have returned without Simon’s kind help.”

“Is this your savior who can speak our language?” the warrior asked upon spotting Simon, his hand moving to his chest. “I am Tybalt, chieftain of the kish. You have my gratitude for saving my daughter’s life and returning her to us. You may count our people as your friends.”

“Chieftain?” Simon raised an eyebrow at Eole. “You’re a princess?”

“No, we do not wear crowns,” Eole replied with a slight blush, which wasn’t a real answer.

“Though we can trace our ancestry back to the kish empire’s founder, our line has never ruled as kings,” Tybalt said with a faint smile. “We elect our chieftains. Though I had the honor of leading the kish for many years, it is a duty, not a privilege.”

“Your people are unlike mine, then,” Simon replied with a slight bow. “Either way, I am glad to make your acquaintance, and I’m happy your daughter can return home.”

“Eole sang that the two of you wished to leave the surface, and that you were a prophet,” Tybalt said. “May I ask why you wish to depart your homeland?”

“I’m… I’m tired of fighting,” Simon replied with a sigh. “I’m looking for…” He wanted to say peace, but it wasn’t really the truth. “An escape, I guess.”

“An escape?” Tybalt studied his expression. “From what? Your visions?”

“Everything,” Simon confessed. “The wars, the conflicts, the petty intrigues, the slavery and the brutality…” Merely mentioning those left a bitter taste in his mouth, especially since he had profited from them and even taken joy in some atrocities. “I just want to forget it all, even if it’s for a brief time.”

Tybalt pondered his words, before nodding to himself and focusing on Belzemine. “What about you, lady elf?”

“I will go wherever Lord Simon goes,” Belzemine replied. Simon had asked her not to mention his title in public to ensure it wouldn’t cause issues. “I have no other purpose but to serve him.”

Tybalt scowled and exchanged a glance with Eole, who sighed and nodded silently. “I understand,” the chieftain said before addressing his son, “What do you think, Ruto?”

“The Sky-Father is curious about this prophet and would like to meet him,” Ruto replied, smiling at Simon. “He has granted us his blessing.”

“Then it is settled,” the chieftain decided. “I owe you a debt for saving my daughter’s life, so I will grant you both shelter. However, many would seek to raid and plunder our land for its riches, so the secret of its existence cannot spread. You will not be allowed to leave our Sanctuary without our permission, if ever. Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” Simon replied without hesitation. “Nothing holds us back.”

“Very well then. Ruto, Eole, you will carry our new friends to Zephyr.” Tybalt flapped his wings and took flight. “Follow my lead.”

Eole moved to grab Simon from behind while her brother did the same with Belzemine. Simon already knew the kish were much stronger than they looked, but her arms felt like tight chains around his chest.

“This may be a bit of a bumpy ride,” Eole warned him as she took flight, lifting him up in the air with casual ease. Simon had spent enough hours practicing Darkflight that he wasn’t bothered all that much by it.

The group followed Tybalt into the air without much ado. They followed the winds and ascended far higher than the atmospheric region where Simon confronted Dassein, higher than stratus and cumulus clouds.

Simon could feel the air growing thinner and colder the more they ascended, though Eole and the other kish appeared utterly unperturbed. They pushed through higher than the highest of peaks known to mankind, past the sea of clouds where only airships dared to venture. He began to struggle to breathe a bit as they flew past the top of cumulonimbuses; the sky turned into a fluffy white floor under an endless blue expanse.

There was nothing to see besides nothingness, until Simon caught a whiff of the mana in the air. It was so subtle he didn’t think anybody without Visionary senses would have picked up on it; a slight inflection in the air, a translucent curve that bent the clouds slightly like a mirage in the desert sun. A veil of mana altered the horizon by creating a strange optical illusion.

Then the sky ate Tybalt.

There was no other way to describe it. The azure blue of the horizon warped and twisted around until the chieftain vanished from view. It was a spectacle as mesmerizing as it was disturbing.

“Here we are,” Eole said as Simon felt the mana pushing back against him, like a veil of water or a change in pressure. They crossed into a pocket of warm air as the sky twisted and bent. “It will be quite the sight.”

Simon blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, heaven had filled the empty sea of clouds.

The illusion protecting the Kish Sanctuary shattered in an instant and revealed the surreal truth hidden from the sight of imperial airships: an archipelago of beautiful, tropical islands gliding gently on a sea of clouds. They floated like ships or pieces of earthen crust, their bottom half shining from raw manalith veins infusing them, their surface covered in green meadows, forests, and lush lakes. Flying creatures like the kish, giant birds, or even giant manta rays glided on the wind rather than water, moving among them without a care in the world. The air was far thicker and warmer than the altitude would suggest, almost tropical, and Simon could finally breathe normally again.

Simon didn’t think it was possible to fall in love at first sight with a place, but as he looked onto the beautiful wonder stretching before him, he couldn’t do so much as utter a single word. Even Belzemine appeared touched and astonished, a brief flash of wonder breaking through her emotionless expression.


You have crossed a barrier. You can no longer teleport, and divinations will be interfered with. 



“This… this is wonderful,” Simon muttered.

“It is, isn’t it?” Eole smiled fondly. “I missed it so much.”

This… this lives up to the tales and more, Simon thought as he watched from on high, so mesmerized by this spectacle he couldn’t align two thoughts together. I didn’t imagine something so beautiful existed somewhere in this world. 

True to Eole’s description, four major islands formed the brunt of the Sanctuary’s landmass; they could have likely rivaled the size of Bujan when put all together, though dozens if not hundreds of smaller floating rocks escorted their bigger cousins on their journey across the sky. Those smaller pieces seemed to form a stairway to the east leading up to the sun itself until Simon’s eyes couldn’t see where they ended.

The largest of the islands housed a colossal palm manatree surrounded by a pristine lake backed by beaches and shimmering waterfalls. The one on its left was the greenest of them, with Simon catching sight of villages and buildings near the edge, while the one on the right appeared mostly covered in sand, rocks, and sharp peaks with little vegetation.

“This is Zephyr,” Eole explained as she turned to the leftmost island, “My home.”

Simon marveled at it when another wonder welcomed them with a melodious roar. He looked up to find a great and magnificent avian creature circling above the archipelago. It was slightly bigger than Casval, but far more beautiful and lively. The beast resembled a four-legged cockatrice clad in antique golden armor with great multicolored wings of green and blue feathers, crimson scales, and a serpentine tail. Its movements left a golden trail behind them, like a comet flying through the sky.

“The Sky-Father himself has come to greet us,” Eole said, grinning. “It is a great honor.”

Simon had already faced eidolons in the past, but never had he looked upon one with his Dark Visionary senses before. The creature’s nature as a magical construct was obvious from the way its body was made of mana. A notification popped up when Simon studied it more closely.


Sky-Father Vayan

Level 60 Eidolon of the Sky, Birds, Valor, and the Kish People.

Avian/Divine



Their strongest eidolon and protector, their god, was three levels lower than Simon himself. These people indeed stood no chance against Endymion should they, nay, when they learned of the Sanctuary’s existence.

Simon didn’t recall ever receiving a notification informing him of an eidolon’s name and nature when he encountered the likes of Azulbolla and the Phoenix though. Was that a sign of his new Dark Visionary powers?

Tybalt led the group to a settlement on Zephyr’s edge. Orchards along the steep, rocky cliffs overseeing the sea of clouds housed a variety of fruit trees Simon didn’t recognize and various elevated stone and marble dwellings, each with their own lot of terraces. Most resembled multi-tier pyramids and domes in the same style as the old kish capital, and were clustered around a large plaza where hundreds of kish villagers gathered to trade fruit, cotton garments, and winged fishes. Quite a few looked up to Simon in surprise when they flew over them, likely because most had never seen a human before.

Eole and Ruto eventually gently dropped Belzemine and Simon atop a three-floor brick pyramid, at the foot of which stood a bulky stone statue mostly covered in vegetation.

“This dwelling has been unoccupied for many moons, since its occupants perished in a plague,” Tybalt explained after joining them, “You are free to dwell here.”

“We will bring you all the amenities you need,” Ruto promised Belzemine. “Manaliths are plentiful here, so you should have no issue with the elven sickness.”

“I can sense the raw mana in the air,” Belzemine concurred. Simon himself had never seen such concentration outside of places like the Goetia Research Facility.

“This is all very beautiful, but I have a question,” Simon said as he looked around. “Where are the stairs to the lower floors?”

Eole chuckled. “We don’t use stairs, Simon,” she admitted sheepishly. “We’ll figure something out.”

“Take your time to settle in, then Ruto will bring you to the Sky-Father to receive his blessing,” Tybalt said, patting Simon on the shoulder. “Welcome to your new home, child of the earth.”
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  Settling into their new home wasn’t as difficult as Simon expected.

While Simon promised Eole he wouldn’t use the Overlord Class in the Sanctuary, he could still cast Darkflight without it; it was just a lot more draining and imprecise to do so without the Magic stat boost brought by his Class outfit. He had avoided branding cows this time around to prevent the likes of Maublanc or the Oracle from tracking him down, so he had to rely on his own reserves. He and Belzemine ended up fashioning rope ladders to climb up and down the different floors to avoid wasting power.

Otherwise, the dwelling was pretty well-furnished. Due to their winged nature, the kish apparently designed their buildings so that the most used areas were put on the highest floors, so bedrooms were located at the top, living spaces like dining rooms or salons on the first floor, while storage, baths, privies, and private gardens were reserved for the ground floor. Their new neighbors also provided them with basic amenities such as cotton mattresses, tables, and cushions.

“This is all very kind of you,” Simon said, “I have some gold and silver to repay you–”

Eole laughed at him. “We kish don’t use money, Simon. We usually barter at the marketplace if we need anything we don’t have.”

“However, every able-bodied citizen must fulfill a rotational labor service during the year, as determined by the chieftain and the council of elders,” her brother Ruto warned them. “You may be called upon to help us rebuild houses or damaged infrastructure, labor in the fields, or fish, depending on our community’s needs.”

“That’s fine by me,” Simon replied. “My companion and I are both spellcasters, and I have limited crafting experience.”

Moreover, he recalled that Belzemine was vaguely interested in gardening. Non-Overlord related tasks might help her ease up and into her new life, perhaps enough for him to remove Gargauth’s brands without having to reapply new ones.

After they settled in, Eole and Ruto invited Simon and Belzemine to a temple on a cliff north of the settlement to meet with Sky-Father Vayan. Quite a few villagers looked at him with wonder and curiosity as they walked towards it.

“Is this their first time seeing a human?” Simon inquired out of curiosity. “I saw an airship crash in your Sanctuary in one of my visions, so I thought your people would have met some of mine.”

“The strangers you speak of crashed on a smaller island within the harpies’ territory, where we do not usually venture,” Ruto explained. “Though I did visit them as part of my Speaker duties to secure a peace agreement.”

“Speaker?” Simon scowled at another and very worrying detail. “Peace agreement?”

“My brother is our community’s Shaman, and serves as the Sky-Father’s voice,” Eole explained. “As for peace, while we coexist with our harpy sisters, they remain very…” Her tongue clicked as she looked for the correct word. “Territorial.”

“Having an enormous metal bird full of humans crash into their domain spooked them,” Ruto said. “Our visitors couldn’t speak the kish tongue either, so a fight broke out. The Sky-Father thankfully forced a ceasefire before it could turn into a massacre, and it fell to me to broker a satisfactory truce. It was… difficult.”

“I can only imagine,” Simon replied. Still, they should be thankful that a heroic individual like the Adventurer was the one to discover their land. She could have probably wiped out everyone on the Sanctuary on her lonesome if she wanted to. “So what’s the situation?”

“The intruders’ leader turned out to be the legendary Adventurer hero, and they are currently looking for a way to repair their metal bird,” Ruto said. “She went to Boreas to consult Lady Junon for her wisdom, but I do not know how their meeting went.”

Simon could guess that answer thanks to his foreknowledge: the Adventurer would eventually gain access to the Forbidden Keep in order to obtain materials needed for her vessel’s repairs, then either restore the airship herself or with Voltobauta’s help once he tracked her down.

“And what will happen once they complete the repairs?” Eole asked with a slight frown. “Will they be allowed to leave?”

Ruto scowled. “Truthfully, our elders are divided. While the Sky-Father believes our visitors to be pure of heart and the harpies warned they wouldn’t tolerate the intruders’ presence in their home forever, the risk that they will share the secret of our Sanctuary by intent or accident is… worrisome.”

“I could solve that issue,” Simon proposed, much to their surprise. “I’ve encountered magical contracts that could force their signatories to secrecy under the pain of death. It shouldn’t be too hard for Agnes and I to create one.”

“Such magic exists?” Ruto stroked his chin. “This would indeed solve all of our issues… Do you think you could help repair their metal bird?”

“Maybe,” Simon admitted. Devil Forgemaster granted him insight when it came to animated constructs, so an airship might count if infused with a spirit… “I would need to see it first.”

“We can visit them if the Sky-Father grants us his leave,” Ruto decided as they reached the temple. “Here we are.”

Built atop a cliff looming over the sea of clouds, the temple was a mere marble platform flanked by two series of broken, spearlike pillars on the sides. Ruto grabbed his Crestone and activated it, putting on a tribal robe alongside a feathered headband with a horn in the middle. He then entered some sort of trance, keeping his hands joined as he faced the sea of clouds.

“What Class is this?” Simon asked his companions.

“Shaman,” Belzemine replied, “A Summoner Vassal specialized in conjuring spirits.”

“My brother is our strongest spellcaster at level 21,” Eole said, before biting her lips when she spotted Simon’s thoroughly unimpressed reaction. “We are mostly vegetarians and do not fear monsters or warfare, so we do not level-up as quickly as armies on the surface. Our strongest warrior, my father, is level 48.”

“You are extremely lucky the Adventurer was the first to find this place rather than the Endymian army, then,” Simon said bluntly. “What about the elves?”

“They have stronger people among their numbers, but no one who can rival Vouivre or Louis,” Eole admitted. “I intend to talk with my father and our elders about your visions and the threats I uncovered on the surface. I hope they will listen.”

Me too, Simon thought as he heard Vayan’s roar echo in the distance, the Sky-Father flying over the temple and swiftly landing at the platform’s edge. Because otherwise your people will be doomed to conquest and slavery. 

“I have heard your call, Speaker,” Vayan declared to Ruto without moving his beak, his voice half a bird’s song and half the sound of thunder that echoed in the minds of his listeners. “Are these our new guests?”

“Yes, Sky-Father,” Ruto replied after a short bow. “The human is Simon Magnos, a prophet of the surface, and the elf is called Agnes Firewand.”

“Magnos?” Vayan’s head perked up at Simon with interest. “Are you the blood of Elios Magnos?”

Simon’s eyes widened in slight surprise. “Are you familiar with my ancestor?”

“That I am.” Vayan nodded happily. “Ruto, this man is the blood of the Heroes, descendant to the Librarian who saved our land from destruction during the Doom.”

“Truly?” Ruto bowed at Simon with deep respect. “It was indeed fate that brought you there.”

“I was much weaker back then than I am today, but I once lent your ancestor my power,” Vayan told Simon. “I witnessed his struggle against a great evil now sealed in the Forbidden Keep, and I continued to grant him my blessing until his death.”

“I didn’t know that,” Simon replied, now eminently curious. He had finally found a potential source of information on his ancestor. “What makes you think he died?”

“Our connection broke during the last days of the Doom, though I know not what led to his demise,” Vayan replied. “I assume he must have valiantly perished fighting the horrors that ruled the surface during that time.”

Simon guessed that becoming a lich had probably shattered whatever bond united his ancestor to his bound eidolons. Vayan’s respect for his lineage made Simon feel a little awkward. The eidolon was completely out of touch with more recent events.

Simon wondered how to tell him that Elios ended up siding with an archfiend to create the most dreadful Class in the world before turning into an undead abomination, but decided it might be a little too much to share at once.

“I see you inherited your ancestor’s gifts.” Vayan tilted his head like an owl, examining Simon with curiosity. “How peculiar…”

“Is something the matter, Sky-Father?” Ruto asked.

“You… you have a third eye, Simon… a third eye in your soul, blacker than a starless night and devoid of light…” The eidolon let out a small grunt of unease. “I have never seen anything like it.”

“I was told by my family’s sorcerers that I might be a latent Visionary, but aligned with the Abyss rather than the Worldsoul due to demonic ancestry in my lineage,” Simon admitted. “I hoped you could help me understand my gifts.”

“There is no such a thing as a Visionary of the Abyss… as far as I know, at least. Still, you do have the third eye, and I can sense we could form a contract.” Vayan nodded to himself, his burning eyes flickering as he turned his attention to Belzemine next. “As for you, young elf, I have never seen a member of your kind with such a strong connection to the Worldsoul. The Mana Goddess blessed you a great deal.”

The Worldsoul? Simon thought. Is that the light I see around her? A similar connection that of a Visionary?

Belzemine didn’t respond and shifted uncomfortably, so Simon took the lead again, “We hoped that we could find refuge here in your Sanctuary, Sky-Father.”

“Of course you can, if my children will allow it. We owe you a debt for returning young Eole to us, and the Librarian’s descendents will always be welcome here.” The Sky-Father turned to Eole and Ruto. “Will your council of elders and chieftain agree to this?”

“They will if you do, honored Sky-Father,” Ruto replied. Simon noticed that they seemed to follow a consensual method of governance, since their own god wouldn’t force the issue.

“Excellent. Then make yourself at home in our Sanctuary, child of the Librarian.” Vayan sat on his talons like a lion. “Eole’s song warned us that your visions foresaw an incoming disaster?”

Simon nodded and proceeded to recount his ‘prophecy’ of the new Doom, the Zodiac Parade, and the threat the likes of Vouivre represented for the Sanctuary. Vayan listened to everything with attention, growing more rattled the longer Simon went on with his ‘predictions’.

“I know the fiend you speak of, Nodens the Painbringer,” the Sky-Father said, his talons tense. “You say the seal binding the demon to the Forbidden Keep will falter in a year’s time?”

“Unfortunately,” Simon confirmed. “A dark comet called Abraxas will appear in a year’s time and empower all demons across the world. A potential vessel for Nodens’ wicked power might visit your Sanctuary even earlier, but I believe the measures I took before coming here should neutralize him.”

“Your words trouble me. I recall a comet shining in the sky when your ancestor fought Nodens, but I didn’t know those events were related. I will consult Lady Junon on this threat and ascertain its gravity as soon as possible.” Vayan studied Simon with his fiery eyes. “You say your visions come to you in dreams?”

“Sometimes,” Simon replied. He did have dreams of his father’s death and memories of the Crestones he had devoured. “I do not control them.”

“Few Visionaries do, but your visions will become more accurate with training and practice. I will do my best to help you hone your abilities.” Vayan lowered his head slightly to better lock gaze with him. “Look at me with your third eye, and tell me what you see.”

Simon frowned. He didn’t exactly ‘command’ his third eye, so he simply focused on the text hovering over the entity’s head which detailed his name and level. The notification’s words blurred and changed slightly.


Force an Ordeal on Sky-Father Vayan?



“I read a System notification saying I can force an ordeal on you, whatever that means,” Simon said.

“Force?” Vayan recoiled slightly, while his Shaman stared at Simon as if he had grown a second head. “Are you sure? Did you read it correctly?”

“I’m sure.” Simon assumed it was a bad thing from the eidolon’s reaction. “What’s an Ordeal?”

“More warlike eidolons do not negotiate terms with a would-be summoner, and instead put their strength to the test,” Belzemine explained. “An Ordeal is a duel where the eidolon agrees to lend its power to the summoner should they lose. This usually involves the eidolon trapping the would-be contractor in a demiplane akin to an Abyssal Domain until one side prevails.”

“But neither Visionaries nor summoners can force one on an eidolon,” Vayan said with unease. “This is very odd indeed. Still, only individuals capable of forming a contract with an eidolon can participate in an Ordeal. Truly puzzling…”

“What would forming a contract with you involve, Lord Vayan?” Simon inquired. “I am only passively familiar with eidolons, beyond the fact that they can answer Prayers.”

“There are three ways for an eidolon like me to lend its power to a mortal,” Vayan replied. “The first and easiest is, as you mentioned, by fulfilling a Prayer. I can lend my mana to a worshiper who then casts the spell by serving as a conduit. While anyone with sufficient faith can use them, Prayers remain spells and are subject to large limitations.”

“The second method involves forming a contract to receive a Blessing, which is a benefit unique to a given eidolon,” Ruto said. “My Shaman Class allowed me to form one with the Sky-Father to strengthen my Wind magic.”

“However, while Ruto is wise and devoted to me, his Class unfortunately cannot summon me to his side in battle,” Vayan said. “Only the Noble Summoner and Visionaries can do so, since the process involves engraving our contract into the Worldsoul itself. This is the third and ultimate boon an eidolon can bestow.”

“But if I am aligned with the Abyss, then wouldn’t our contract be engraved in it rather than the Worldsoul?” Simon inquired. “How would that work?”

“It shouldn’t,” Vayan replied bluntly. He raised a talon at Simon, a notification appearing right in front of his eyes. “Mmm…”


Form a Dark Eidolon Pact with Sky-Father Vayan?



“A Dark Eidolon Pact?” Vayan wondered, clearly reading the same thing as Simon on his own System interface. “What is this nonsense?”

“I… I have no idea,” Simon admitted. “Is it a form of contract?”

“I have never encountered such a thing… and I have a dreadful feeling about this.” Vayan pondered the issue for a moment before shaking his head. “I apologize, young Simon, but I do not think it would be wise for us to form a contract yet until I have gathered more information. I can feel a chill seize me the moment I consider going through with this ‘pact.’”

“No worries,” Simon replied, crossing his arms. “Truthfully, one of my… teachers told me that a Dark Visionary might corrupt eidolons in some way.”

“Your teacher was mistaken,” Vayan asserted with confidence. “We eidolons are the people’s wishes given power and form. The only way for me to change for the worse would be for my children to lose their way.”

Simon hoped his hopes weren’t misplaced. The Abyss’ power could do things most would consider impossible.

“I think it would be good if Simon were to refine his powers, Sky-Father,” Eole said, “Our people face many threats. This could help us a great deal.”

“Your words are wise, Eole. We must prepare for the danger ahead if this place is to remain at peace.” Vayan nodded to himself. “A Visionary’s first step towards refining their power is usually to unlock their Remembrances. Young Simon could focus on that while I investigate this pact.”

“Remembrances?” The term sounded familiar to Simon. “Aren’t those memories of past lives?”

“Indeed,” Ruto confirmed, “A soul’s memories return to the Worldsoul when they pass on, but traces of them can linger even after reincarnation. It is said that Visionaries can fully recall these past existences, recovering forgotten skills or secrets and learning the destiny the gods set for them.”

“Lady Junon should be able to unlock your Remembrances with her dryad powers,” Vayan asserted as he expanded his wings. “There is no time like the present, so let us fly to Boreas immediately. A Noble Hero languishes there as we speak, alongside the harpy queen. We ought to warn them of the coming calamity too.”

“That would be great,” Simon replied, though he didn’t miss the way Belzemine shifted uncomfortably. The prospect of going to the manatree unsettled her slightly, for obvious reasons.

For the first time in centuries, Belzemine would interact with her fellow elves without shedding their blood.
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  Boreas might just very well be a paradise. 

Simon knew Endymion had a few seaside resorts where the imperial family’s princes and princesses went on vacation, but he had never been invited there; his experience with them stopped with stories and pictures from books. Boreas probably beat them all with its vibrant waterfalls, its tropical beaches of sand around pristine lakes filled with fish unknown to the surface, its palm and exotic tree groves… 

This would have been the exact kind of place catering to rich noblemen and merchant princes on the surface, and it clearly encouraged the locals to take a leisurely approach to life from the way most of them clustered in the water or slouched in the shade. Simon had never seen a non-ruined elven settlement before, and the largest group of them he encountered were the mages who sealed him on Mount Colt many reigns back, yet here he found himself flying over clay huts and hundreds of Belzemine’s kinsfolk basking in the ambient mana.  

Boreas’ elf population dressed similarly to the kish, the men being mostly shirtless and the women wearing green robes leaving their shoulders exposed due to the heat. They also seemed to favor tattoos and body paint alongside emerald or sapphire jewelry from what he could see. 

Most importantly, Simon spotted dozens of golems gathering various fruits or fanning elves lying in the shade near a beach as Eole carried him to the island. They were rather rudimentary stone automatons compared to the more advanced designs used by Endymion’s military or Muse’s, but still relatively numerous for a single settlement without access to industrial crafting production.  

There must be thousands of them here, Simon thought as he glanced at Belzemine, whose usually blank expression had turned into one of distress as Ruto carried her above the elven village. A community that could support and welcome her. 

“Here,” Vayan said as he moved into an open temple similar to the one they departed from, built atop a manatree root. Simon guessed that they served as a way for the islanders to contact the Sky-Father. “We are awaited.”

Indeed, two figures were already present at the temple; the first of them was likely the dryad of these lands, a bark-skinned lady with long green hair bound by purple flowers sprouting from her head and wearing a robe of woven leaves. Two antler-like branches stood above her emerald eyes. Simon’s Dark Visionary senses immediately picked up on the light emanating from her, and a near-imperceptible thread of energy binding her to the manatree; as expected, this body was a mere projection. 

And her radiance still remained dimmer than Belzemine’s, whom the dryad immediately smiled at. 

The second was a creature that reminded Simon of a Kish at first glance, until he realized her greenish wings were merged with her arms, and that her hands and feet ended in talons. The legs, torso, and face belonged to a humanoid woman clad in a metal corset, though her orange eyes were those of a hawk rather than a human. A golden choker glittered from beneath her blue mane of spiked hair, and she sported a whip weapon attached to her belt. This creature, which Simon assumed was a harpy, immediately focused on him during their approach. 

“Eole!” The dryad smiled warmly at the kish when they landed. Simon could have sworn her voice belonged to a teenager rather than an ancient creature revered and feared in equal measure. “I’m so glad to see you again, my sweet little sapling! I’ve missed your songs so much!”

“I will gladly make up for lost time, Lady Junon,” Eole replied with a warm grin, which faded away the moment she faced the harpy. “Queen Zeal.” 

“You brought another human foreigner here?” the harpy replied, ignoring Eole and studying Simon. He could tell she distrusted him at first sight. “As if we didn’t already have enough of them to deal with.”

“You seem to be in a good mood, Queen Zeal,” Vayan said, though Simon couldn’t tell whether he was joking or being oblivious. “Has there been a new development I am unaware of?”

The harpy snickered. “We have finally found a way to remove the foreigners from our territory.”

“I informed Lady Alcyone that the material she needs to repair her metal bird could be found in the Forbidden Keep,” the dryad said. “On account of her level and experience, I have decided to grant her access to it.”

“That is good to hear,” Vayan declared, his gaze searching for the missing Alcyone, “But where is the Adventurer?”

“She already left for the Forbidden Keep.” The dryad’s laughter sounded like a waterfall. “That one is like you, Vayan, she cannot roost in one place for more than an hour!”

Exploring an ancient ruin full of monsters and forgotten treasures is catnip to an Adventurer, Simon mused. I pity Voltobauta, if he had to catch up to her all the time.

“The quicker she stops roosting in our lands, the better,” Queen Zeal replied sharply, glaring at Simon and Belzemine. “Why are they here?”

“Young Simon is a Visionary from the surface, who seeks shelter in our Sanctuary with his elven companion,” Vayan said. “He has come to warn us of a great danger.”

“I am Simon Magnos, and this is Lady Agnes Firewand,” Simon said. It pained him to introduce Belzemine by her slave name, but it would cause her distress to use her real one.

“I am Junon, dryad of these islands. Queen Zeal leads the local harpy community.” Junon smiled warmly at the newcomers. “I hope you’ll enjoy your stay among us. I’m so very happy to meet one of my sisters again!”

She clearly didn’t know anything about House Magnos or Endymion, or else she would have reacted with suspicion or hostility. Simon knew that dryads talked to each other using their root network, and this one had been literally uproo–

“Wait,” Simon said, his head perking up. “Sister?”

“Isn’t Miss Agnes related to my mother?” Lady Junon asked with a puzzled expression. “I feel her presence all around her.”

“I am unrelated to the Mana Goddess,” Belzemine replied with embarrassment. “My parents were elven farmers.”

“Truly? I feel Mother’s blessing in you, so I thought you were one of my sisters.” The dryad’s smile widened. “No matter, if my mother blessed you so much, then you are still kin to me.”

Could Belzemine descend from the Mana Goddess? Simon wondered. All elves technically did, but she might be a favored grandchild of some sort. That, or the Mana Goddess has a plan in mind for her. 

“I can’t wait to show you around,” Lady Junon told Belzemine. “I’ll grow you the most comfortable seed hut you’ve ever seen!”

“I’m… thank you, but I live to serve Lord Simon,” Belzemine replied with a hint of unease. “I cannot leave his side.”

“Oh?” The dryad covered her mouth. “Are you two marr–”

“You said you came to warn us of a great danger,” the harpy cut in sternly, saving them from an embarrassing conversation. “Speak.”

Simon nodded and proceeded to give a quick recap of his ‘visions,’ warning them of the Goatfish’s escape, the threat the likes of Vouivre represented for their society, and the threat of a new Doom coming. The dryad’s joy turned to concern and distress, while the harpy’s scowl deepened. 

“This is very troubling,” Lady Junon said, “We haven’t checked the seal the Heroes put on the Forbidden Keep’s prisoner since… a century ago?”

“Two,” Vayan corrected her. 

“Too long,” the dryad admitted sheepishly. “I will send my caretakers after Lady Alcyone to take a look.”

“We should confiscate the foreigners’ metal ship while their leader is occupied,” Queen Zeal suggested. “We can capture the crew and force the Adventurer to surrender her Crestone to us.”

“What?!” Lady Junon sounded horrified. “Why?!” 

“To ensure no other metal bird comes to follow that one’s trail, and take the Adventurer Class for ourselves,” the harpy replied coldly. She was clearly more ruthless than all of the other Sanctuary leaders put together. “If the human here tells us the truth, then we have a year to prepare for a great disaster. We need the Heroes’ power to defend ourselves.”

The fact that she suggested that right in front of another foreigner—or that she thought taking on an Adventurer stronger than their patron god was in any way a good idea—told Simon she had no idea who she was dealing with. Spending her life in a peaceful archipelago where the strongest creature didn’t rise above level sixty must have given her the wrong idea of what Noble Class users were capable of. 

“Such treachery would be cruel and wrong,” Vayan protested. “I will not allow it.”

“I can craft a contract that would compel the Adventurer and her crew to keep this place’s existence a secret,” Simon proposed. “And from what I’ve seen in my visions, the Adventurer would be the kind to help you anyway. Her friendship would also secure the Necromancer’s help.”

The harpy queen sneered. “To rely on outsiders to protect ourselves is foolish. We should become strong enough to defend ourselves.”

Simon privately agreed with her, though her plot to backstab the Adventurer would only result in a bloodbath. “You have no need to steal anybody’s Class,” he said. “I can craft multiple Vassal Crestones. You have enough manaliths for me to arm half your population.”

Almost everyone except Belzemine looked at him as if he were the first man to discover fire, with the harpy squinting at him with both wariness and interest. Simon guessed they didn’t know how to craft Vassal Crestones. 

“That’s… a bold proposal, but a bit premature,” Lady Junon said with embarrassment once the initial surprise had passed. “We can discuss it after we’ve confirmed the demon’s seal is indeed faltering.”

“I concur,” Vayan added. “You should focus on awakening your Visionary powers for now, young Simon.”

What’s going on here? Simon would have expected them to react with more enthusiasm at his proposal. Everyone wanted more Crestones. Only Eole and the harpy appeared to see the value in it. Come to think of it, why do they have so few Crestones in the first place?

“I should be able to unlock your Remembrances, even if my connection to the Worldsoul has weakened since I was cut off from my sisters’ roots,” Lady Junon told Simon with enthusiasm. “It will be my first time awakening a Visionary! It’s so exciting!”

“Lady Junon collects and reincarnates all the souls inside the Sanctuary to ensure they do not rot into undead,” Ruto explained. “You could say she is a one-tree Worldsoul.”

“Even though your roots don’t stretch beyond Boreas?” Simon inquired. 

“But they do,” Junon replied with a chuckle. “Where do you think all the manalith in the islands came from? There’s a little piece of me in every floating rock in this archipelago.”

In short, she was a Worldsoul of one and a throwback to prehistoric days when each manatree was an isolated oasis in the middle of a lifeless wasteland. This pleased Simon, since it meant the Oracle wouldn’t hear of his presence in the Sanctuary. 

Lady Junon quickly attempted to unlock his Remembrances, a process which involved her touching his forehead where his ‘third eye’ should have been. Simon sensed her mana touch his soul through her warm fingers, only to hit an inviolable wall.  


Soul-reading negated by Indomitable Crown.



“What is th–” Lady Junon suddenly backed out, wincing. “Ah!”

“Lady Junon?” Eole inquired with concern. “What did you see?”

“Darkness… I saw darkness.” Lady Junon shivered. “A void so dark no light can shine inside.”

Vayan lowered his head. “Is he indeed a Visionary of the Abyss?”

“I think he is, however impossible that sounds… but it is so much worse than that.” Her expression had become terribly grim. “Simon, your soul is entirely cut from the wheel of reincarnation. It will go somewhere else when you die.”

My soul was bound to the Crimson Throne the moment I inherited the Overlord Class, Simon thought before he asked, “Can you think of any way to break this connection?”

“I can’t even tell how it happened, Simon. I’ve never seen anything like it. Even a demon’s contract or undeath can’t sever the Worldsoul connection so thoroughly.” Lady Junon stared at him like a doctor announcing a terminal diagnosis to a sick patient. “We have to find a solution before you die, or else...”

“It’s a long-term issue and we have time,” Simon reassured her.

“Are you kidding?!” Eole sounded horrified. “Simon, didn’t you hear her? You might turn into an undead after you die!”

“I don’t think you understand the seriousness of your situation yet,” Lady Junon said, crossing her arms. “Your soul may end up devoured by demons in the Abyss or even disappear altogether for all we know.”

I still have eighty lives left, Simon thought. Still, he understood why his calm reaction might unsettle them, so he tried to word it in a reassuring way. “I get it, but we have more pressing threats to address. I would rather ensure thousands don’t die than worry about myself.”

While the kish and dryad remained concerned, Vayan accepted his answer with respect. “You are a brave soul worthy of your lineage, Simon.”

“That… that is very courageous and selfless, but we should still look into it,” Lady Junon said. “Unfortunately, I cannot awaken your past lives without a Worldsoul connection. Your soul has no past nor future.”

Simon scowled. “I see… that’s disappointing.”

“I did sense vague echoes of presences bound to your soul,” Lady Junon admitted. “I couldn’t distinguish them well, but I think they could serve as Remembrances if you connect with them… which I don’t suggest.”

She was likely talking about the three past Overlords, which reminded Simon that Lady Justine’s original plan to awaken his Dark Visionary powers was to have him connect with them through a symbolic reenactment of their greatest acts. Could he unlock their ‘Remembrances’ this way? 

“What of his summoning skills?” Queen Zeal inquired, looking up to Vayan. “Visionaries are said to summon the gods in battle.”  

“My System interface indicated that I could form a ‘Dark Eidolon Pact’ with him rather than a standard contract, but my instincts told me to recoil from it,” Vayan admitted. “I had hoped Lady Junon could ascertain the issue.”

“A Dark Eidolon Pact?” Lady Junon scowled. “No, I’ve never heard of this.”

“One of my teachers warned me that it might corrupt an eidolon, though I’ve never tried it,” Simon warned them.  

“Corrupt?” Lady Junon scratched her cheek. “This sounds ominous… maybe we shouldn’t–”

“I say we test it,” Queen Zeal insisted. “Power is power. The gods wouldn’t have granted him this gift without a reason.”

“I suppose so… and he does travel with one of my mother’s beloved…” Lady Junon hesitated a moment before clearing her throat and raising her voice. “Carbuncle? Carbuncle, can you come here for a moment?

Mana gathered at the dryad’s foot and materialized in the form of a small, rabbit-like creature with green fur, big black eyes, and a ruby encrusted in the middle of its forehead. Simon found it rather adorable, and he quickly spotted the text floating over its head.  


Carbuncle, the Gemfinder

Level 10 Eidolon of Gems, Mirrors, and Purity.

Beast/Elemental



Eole smiled warmly at the creature and petted it on the head. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Lord Carbuncle.”

“Oh, Eole, you’re back!” the critter chirped with a squeaky, childlike male voice, and then waved its paw at everyone. “Greetings, everyone! I’m Carbuncle, the Gemfinder! Polish my shrine, leave plenty of food on my altar, and I may give you a jewel in return!”

“Sounds like an honest deal,” Simon replied with a smile. He assumed this was a minor eidolon with a small following. 

“Lord Carbuncle is one of the weakest and friendliest eidolons on the islands,” Ruto informed him. “Every would-be Shaman usually begins their training by contracting with him.”

“You’re the newest Shaman on the block?” Carbuncle nodded at Simon and closed his eyes. “Sweet! My blessing is not too good, but I love making friends!”

“Simon here can apparently form ‘Dark Eidolon Pacts’ with us, though I am unfamiliar with what that means,” Vayan said. “It might have negative effects on us. Maybe corruptive ones.”

“Corrupt?” Carbuncle scratched the back of his head. “Like my gem will lose its luster?”

“We do not know,” Lady Junon admitted. “I can purify any soul tainted by miasma with time, and your purview includes purity so I thought you could weather whatever side effects that may follow…” She raised her hands. “But only if you want to try it out!”

“Sure, no problem. Anything for a friend.” The cheerful critter didn’t even hesitate. “But if anything goes wrong, I want a new altar next to Big Bird’s shrine!”

“Of course,” Vayan replied. “I will lend you some of my mana too.”

“Agnes, could you cast purifying spells on Carbuncle?” Simon asked his retainer. “Just in case.”

“Give me a moment too!” Lady Junon insisted as she and Belzemine cast a motley of protections on Carbuncle, from Aegis to more esoteric Prayers Simon didn’t recognize. “Alright, we should be good.”

Carbuncle extended his paw at Simon. “So, Simon, ready to form your first contract?”

“I would love to,” Simon replied as a notification appeared in front of him.


Form a Dark Eidolon Pact with Gemfinder Carbuncle?



Simon thought ‘yes’ and shook hands with Carbuncle, who shivered in response. “Brr, I feel so cold,” the small eidolon complained, “But it’s done! Enjoy my blessing!”


You have formed a contract with Gemfinder Carbuncle. The Worldsoul be your witness, you have received the following blessing: you gain increased Luck when it comes to find–



A chill ran down Simon’s spine all of a sudden, the System notification darkened and twisting without warning. 


The Abyss bore witness to your Pact, which no power in the planes may break. 

You have formed a Dark Eidolon Pact with Carbuncle, the Devil-Mirror. 

You can now summon Carbuncle, the Devil-Mirror, to help you in battle and channel its Auspice. 



Simon blinked as he reread the notification. “Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror?”

“Uh…” Carbuncle scratched the back of his ear. “That’s not my title… Don’t you have my blessing? The contract feels wrong somehow…”

“It says I must summon you in battle to channel your ‘Auspice,’” Simon replied, “What does that mean?”

Carbuncle blinked and looked up to Vayan and Lady Junon, who seemed to have no answer either. “I don’t see anything wrong,” the dryad said after casting a few analysis spells. “Our contingencies weren’t triggered either.”

“Can you try to summon Carbuncle to your side, Simon?” the Sky-Father asked. “It should be a simple matter of focusing. The summoning chant should come to you naturally.”

“You’ll see, it’s super duper easy,” Carbuncle said. “Since my estimated level is above yours, I’ll appear in my cuter level 1 form.” 

“How does that work exactly?” Simon inquired as he tried to focus. 

“All creatures have an effective level in the Worldsoul’s eyes, which determines how much experience is awarded should we slay someone,” Belzemine said. “It is indistinguishable from our Class levels for us elves and humans, but stronger creatures like monsters have a higher one depending on their strength.”

“We eidolons grow in power by accumulating mana from worship,” Vayan informed Simon. “Should you summon me, I would likely appear in a diminished form due to your lack of levels.”

As expected, not even eidolons can pierce through Anathemic Secrecy’s false stats, Simon thought before asking out loud, “And if I were to exceed your level one day? Would yours increase in turn?” 

“Of course not,” Vayan replied with some amusement, as if the very thought Simon could surpass him in power was absurd. “Although some Classes might work around this limitation.”

Probably like the Summoner, Simon thought as he gathered his breath. An invisible presence whispered words on the tip of his mouth, an incantation rising from the depths of the Abyss to the forefront of his consciousness. 

“When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self!” Simon chanted. “Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

The small eidolon disappeared in a flash of mana, only for a circle of miasmic, eldritch runes to form at Simon’s feet. Carbuncle reappeared inside them like a demon called from the Abyss’ depths.

Simon immediately sensed a connection akin to the Devil Brands form between his soul and his summon, as if their two spirits resonated as one, with Simon holding the leash around the eidolon’s neck. 

“See, it was eas…” Carbuncle tensed up. “What… what is this…”

Eole looked at him with concern. “Lord Carbuncle?”

“I feel… power… power swelling inside me… so much wealth…” Carbuncle held his ruby with both paws, basking in a feeling of euphoria. “So much greed.”

Simon’s enhanced senses immediately picked faint traces of miasma rising from the eidolon, which should have been impossible. Their kind was born of the Worldsoul and shaped by the people’s faith, hopes, and desires. They were entirely made of mana.

And yet the eidolon’s luster darkened. 

“Carbuncle?” Vayan asked, rising to his feet. “Carbuncle, what is happening?”

“I feel great, Vayan! I feel amazing! This power is incredible!” The critter’s voice deepened, and his ruby shone with a baleful glow. Carbuncle’s body was absorbed into it as its very essence underwent a transformation. “I am becoming… more! More!”

“Dismiss him, Simon!” the Sky-Father ordered, though Simon had no idea how to do so. “Dismiss him now–”

Carbuncle’s ruby shattered, and a monster poured out of it in a sea of miasma.

  

    
        Chapter 156: The Sanctuary in the Sky (5)

    
    
    
    
  A new Carbuncle arose in a wave of miasma. 

Eole and her brother were thrown back—though Vayan caught them with his wings—while everyone else flinched. All of Lady Junon’s and Belzemine’s spell protections were stripped away in an instant, their enchantments consumed by darkness. Simon alone remained unaffected as power flowed through the bond he now shared with his new servant. Their souls resonated as one, bound by an invisible leash. 

The creature Carbuncle had turned into only shared a superficial resemblance with his former self. The dark, corrupted eidolon took the shape of a circular mirror with a smooth obsidian surface and a thorny, black metal outline floating through magic akin to Darkflight. A small carving of an impish creature resembling a winged and demonic version of the original eidolon protruded out from the top, its three ruby eyes gleaming with life. Fiery words floated above its head. 


Carbuncle, the Devil-Mirror

Level 44 Dark Eidolon of Mirrors, Obsessions, and Uncomfortable Truths

Artificial/Demon

Auspice: Twisted Reflection: Constant Mirror status applied to the summoner. 




Mirror: You are surrounded by a magic-bouncing barrier. Any spell that fails to pierce or bypass the barrier will be reflected back to the sender. 



An… Auspice? 

“What is this abomination?!” Vayan snarled as he roared and unfolded his wings like an eagle trying to frighten off a dangerous animal. Lady Junon covered her mouth with her hands while both Eole and Ruto were shaken to their core; Queen Zeal alone appeared pleased with the result, her smile showcasing her fangs. 

“I am Carbuncle, mirror of men’s desires,” the eidolon introduced himself, his deep voice coming out of the small carving on top of his body. His ruby eyes settled on Simon while his mirror’s surface undulated like liquid darkness. “What is thy bidding, my master?”

Experience flowed into Simon as he completed the summoning, granting him another ill-earned level and turning horror into pleasure. 


Level 64 Overlord Perk: All-Seeing III (Active): You can channel the malice of Hell through your eyes at will, blasting anyone you gaze at with rays of hellfire and horrific visions. Victims hit by this Hellfire Gaze take sustained Fire and Soul damage, while suffering from escalating ailments depending on prolonged exposure: Stun, Terror, Paralysis, Madness, and finally, Instadeath. Individuals slain by the Hellfire Gaze are incinerated.



As always, the Overlord rewarded him for making things worse for everyone else. At least the new Perk sounded useful, and Carbuncle didn’t appear hostile in his new form. He simply floated in place without a care in the world. 

“I think he is under my control,” Simon informed his audience before they could do anything foolish. “He won’t attack.”

“I exist to serve you, my master,” Carbuncle confirmed. “Shall I reveal your heart’s desire?”

“Lord Carbuncle?” Eole asked warily, “Are you… are you in there?”

“What are you talking about, Eole? Where else would I be?” The dark eidolon turned her way, the surface of its mirror rippling. “Look at what I can do for you, my dear friend. I can show you your truth.”

The mirror began to reflect shimmering, blurry images. It showed a city which Simon recognized as Beleth, but with no humans or Endymion flags in sight; only shifters without slave collars or tattoos, acclaiming Eole as she smiled and waved at them. All gazes were on her, everyone clapped at her, and she basked in the attention. 

“This is your heart’s desire, that which you seek most and will grant you happiness,” Carbuncle told Eole, his words sweet as honey, “Pursue that dream, Eole. Fulfill it. Shatter the chains that bind your people and all will admire and celebrate you, for you will have changed the world. Only then will you be happy.”

Eole appeared mesmerized by the image for a moment, only to flinch and turn away. Something in the vision had rattled her. Ruto moved in front of his sister and then asked his gods, “What’s happening to him?”

“The mana that formed the bulk of Carbuncle’s essence has transformed into miasma…” Lady Junon muttered in horror after casting a handful of analysis spells. “Only the core remains thankfully untainted. Even his typing and purview have changed.” 

“He is stronger too,” Queen Zeal noted with interest. “I can feel it.”

“His estimated level has risen by over thirty,” Vayan confirmed, his talons sinking into the stone. “But that should be impossible. We eidolons derive our power from our followers’ faith. It takes years of harnessing beliefs and prayers for such a jump in power.”

“The Abyss’ power flows through Carbuncle,” Lady Junon replied, staring at Simon with something new: fear and dread. “Simon is like a doorway to the Dark, an intermediary between our friend and the darkness that now sustains him.”

“Miasma and mana enhance each other when used together,” Belzemine explained. “The eidolon’s mana core and the flow of miasma it draws on sharpen each other.”

And yet he’s still not matching my true Overlord level, Simon thought. The Dark Eidolon boost has a ceiling. I wonder if Vayan is right and a Summoner Perk could change that…

“I see new text above Carbuncle’s head,” Simon informed them. “It says his ‘Auspice’ grants his summoner a constant ‘Mirror’ effect.”

“My Auspice is the blessing I bestow upon you, my master,” Carbuncle explained eagerly. “So long as you channel me, no spell may harm you.”

“Mirror is a very rare and powerful effect,” Belzemine informed Simon. “Few single-target spells can bypass such a barrier.”

“I will protect you with my life, my master,” Carbuncle told Simon as it floated in front of him. “I will show you what you desire most and help you fulfill it.”

Simon tensed up. “My desire?”

“Your heart yearns for an end your mind cannot visualize. I can end that confusion, my master. I can show you the truth you seek.” Carbuncle’s mirror-body fluctuated, images twisting on its surface as the vague outline of the Overlord armor beginning to take shape. “You will be happy once you know yourself…”

“N-no,” Simon said as he recoiled from the mirror, its reflection returning to darkness. Even if Carbuncle could indeed show him his heart’s desire, the risk of showing something terrible like the Overlord or the Crimson Throne in front of everyone present was too great. “No, that is fine…”

Vayan squinted at Carbuncle’s new form. “If this form is the result of a constant flow of miasma, then Simon dismissing him should revert our friend to normal.”

“Yes, it might still be possible to reverse the process,” Lady Junon agreed, meeting Simon’s gaze. “Cancelling a summon should be a simple matter of saying ‘Dismiss.’”

“Dismiss,” Simon quickly declared. He sensed the connection cutting off immediately, like scissors snapping the thread binding him to Carbuncle. The magic the eidolon shared with him was stripped away from his summoner, and the dark eidolon’s substance returned to the miasma from which it sprang. 

It didn’t take long for the original Carbuncle to reappear where its corrupted form used to float, panting and shivering. 

“Ah…” Carbuncle caught his breath like a wounded animal. Simon had to admit his distress unnerved him a bit. “Ah…”

“Take my mana, my friend,” Vayan said as he raised his talon at the lesser eidolon. Magical energies flowed from the Sky-Father to Carbuncle, restoring his health. “You have more than earned your new altar.”

“That’s good…” Carbuncle rose to his feet and looked up at Simon with unease. “Your power is scary, Simon. Please don’t summon me ever again.” 

Simon winced. “I’m sorry,” he apologized sincerely. “I didn’t think the effect would be so… extreme.”

“Are you feeling well, Carbuncle?” Lady Junon asked her friend with concern. 

“It was me… I was still me, but… a darker me. I wanted to help everyone, even if they didn’t like my help.” Carbuncle lowered his head. “Becoming that thing was… intoxicating, in a messed up kind of way. I wasn’t afraid to tell the truth anymore. I could become something… new.”

Queen Zeal alone appeared enthusiastic about this outcome. “Imagine the power the Sky-Father would command if he were to form a contract with the prophet,” she argued. This display had clearly convinced her of Simon’s importance, but probably not for the better. “He could destroy the fiend in the Forbidden Keep.”

Vayan growled. “No. Not unless we have no other choice.”

The harpy clenched her jaw. “But–”

“Have you learned nothing, Zeal? The Abyss is not evil by itself, but its power is always dangerous. Someone will pay its price, whether it shall be me, my summoner, or the islands I cherish.” Vayan studied Simon carefully. “Nonetheless, I believe that fate did not bestow these gifts on our visitor without a reason. There may come a day when a Dark Eidolon Pact may prove to be our salvation, but it has to remain a weapon of last resort.”

“I understand,” Simon replied, much to the harpy’s dismay. He wasn’t willing to alienate his hosts over this particular matter, and while the presence of eidolons within the Sanctuary had been fortuitous, practicing his Dark Visionary powers wasn’t an immediate priority. “As I said, I have never summoned an eidolon before and I did not mean to cause harm.”

“We know you didn’t,” Lady Junon reassured him, which was both heartwarming and saddening. These people were too kind by half in a world that would mean them harm. “Nonetheless, would you and your companion mind staying in Boreas for a bit until we can confirm Carbuncle will not suffer any side-effects from the summoning?”

“It’s fine,” Simon reassured her, turning to an anxious Belzemine. “This will be good for the both of us.”



And so Simon spent his first two weeks in the Sanctuary in the most comfortable case of house arrest he had ever experienced. 

Lady Junon kindly provided Simon and Belzemine with a residence near her favorite beach, which she did by growing them a home from a giant tree stump. Golems then proceeded to hollow out the insides, furnish it with amenities, and even fashioned a small magical workshop for crafting.

Silk had once told Simon that Illusea’s inhabitants lived in indolence thanks to automatons doing all the work, and Boreas wasn’t so different. Their golems handled much of the community’s hard labor, and while some elves did partake in it as a hobby, most of them dedicated themselves to leisure, the arts, or intellectual pursuits instead. Simon and Belzemine’s next-door neighbor was apparently an expert mage, but he was currently away at the Forbidden Keep to check on the seal there, so they had yet to meet him. 

Simon spent his time between the beach—it was amazing how comfortable it felt to do nothing except gazing at the horizon there under the radiant sun—and magical research. Though he dedicated most of his time to crafting a geas contract, he also managed to finish his Dispel variant: the Invert spell. 

True to its name, this spell transformed buffs and beneficial status effects like Rampart into debuffs and ailments respectively. This would make the life of anyone exposed to it very difficult, though unlike Dispel, Simon wouldn’t be able to use it to lift debilitating effects off his allies. His miasma variant of Recall would likely take longer to adapt, especially in a region that actively interfered with teleportation. 

Otherwise, Lady Junon introduced him and Belzemine to the local elven community, then spent the better part of their forced stay grilling them about the surface. How many Tribes were there? What happened to civilization after the Doom? How many of her sisters remained? What did the landbound people of the world eat? 

The questions just kept coming. The dryad showed the insatiable curiosity of a sheltered teenager in search of novelty. Simon was fine enlightening her, though he was careful to stick to generalities and avoid mentioning the Overlord for now. It wouldn’t do too well to make her suspicious after the whole Carbuncle fiasco. 

“The surface sounds like a horrible place,” Lady Junon said after another interrogation session near her lake. The dryad loved to rest there in the evening, and Eole was always present to sing for her with her harp. “To think an empire crueler than the kish one controls half the world… It saddens me to hear the shifters are once again in bondage.”

“Was the situation any better before the Doom?” Simon inquired. He had had few chances to speak with someone who lived before those dark days. 

“Of course it was. We had oppressive nations like the Kish Empire and demon warlords around, but most civilizations coexisted in peace. The Noble Heroes protected the people. They didn’t fight each other for glory or territory like their successors do.” Lady Junon shook her head. “The surface seems awash with greed and cruelty… It is like the Doom awoke a great evil in the hearts of men.”

An evil called the Overlord, Simon thought. Eole sent him a brief, sideways glance. How can I break the news to her in a way that won’t cause them to expel me on the spot?

“But even in the heart of darkness, there are still wonders,” Lady Junon said, smiling. “Like those airships of yours. Even if the invention threatens my home, I am so glad you humans can finally fly.”  

“Human ingenuity never ceases,” Simon concluded, his feet resting in the water while he sat on a rock. The lake was always pleasantly warm. “How did Telluria look before the Doom?”

“I don’t recall all the details,” she admitted. “Nodens the Painbringer had been terrorizing the region that would become my islands years before the Doom threw us into the sky. I think he knew it would happen, or he helped it happen, because he then cast a big ritual over the entire archipelago.”

“To do what?” Simon inquired. The memories he had inherited from the past Merchant pointed to something devastating. 

“I never learned it. The heroes disrupted the ritual and then sealed Nodens in his old fortress before he could finish it.” Junon turned to Eole, who was about to complete her haunting melody. “Eole’s ancestors then led what remained of the kish people here into exile, and I granted them shelter. We have been living happily since, and I hope we will endure the second Doom like the first.”

Eole’s fingers missed a string, bringing the song to an abrupt end. She scowled as she faced the sunset. 

“Is something the matter, Eole?” Lady Junon asked her with a hint of sisterly concern. “Your songs have been sadder than usual.”

“Was it what you saw in the mirror?” Simon guessed. He had noticed that Eole seemed a little troubled since Carbuncle’s botched summoning. 

Eole bit her lips. “It’s nothing,” she lied poorly, which all but confirmed Simon’s suspicions. “How is Carbuncle doing?”

“Carbuncle seems to have completely recovered and shows no sign of transforming back, so I think we can lift the house arrest soon.” Lady Junon smiled sheepishly at Simon. “I’m so sorry we had to do that. I was just so worried he might transform back…”

“It’s fine,” Simon reassured her. Forced relaxation in a lakeside resort was an extraordinarily light response to accidentally corrupting a local deity. “You were kind enough not to kick us out over this, so I have no complaints.”

“Agnes and you are welcome to stay here as long as you want.” The dryad suddenly noticed a certain someone’s absence. “Why is she not with us?”

“She prefers to work on the geas contract we will have the Adventurer’s crew sign,” Simon replied with a sigh. “Truthfully, it is an excuse to avoid facing the other elves.” 

Although Boreas’ inhabitants had proved extremely welcoming and regularly invited Belzemine to activities like poetry contests, songs, and other gatherings, she had refused each and every one of them in favor of either staying with Simon or in their current home. 

“It saddens me each time she looks at me and her fellow elves not with joy, but with anguish,” Lady Junon lamented. “What happened to her?”

“She was… tortured,” Simon admitted, Lady Junon covered her mouth in horror. “Vile people kept her as a slave for over three hundred years until they ground her will to pieces. I managed to get her out of their clutches, but she is unable to function without a master now. Freedom terrifies her.”

“That’s awful… how could anyone be so cruel to such a fair creature?” Lady Junon joined her hands, but her compassion swiftly turned to hope. “Maybe Carbuncle can help her. He has a way of soothing the hearts of others and healing their scars.”

Simon frowned. “Would he be willing to help us after what I did to him?”

“Oh, Carbuncle already forgave you. He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. He’s always eager to help those in need.”

“That’s very kind of him.” Simon considered what to do. “Agnes enjoyed gardening before her enslavement, and she was trained to be a caretaker. I think finding her a peaceful activity would be good for her.”

“Why not give her a task to grow a garden?” Eole suggested. “I do not think she will do anything unless you give her a long-term objective.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Lady Junon said with enthusiasm. “There are so many trees on our islands that require gentle care to grow.” 

Simon nodded in agreement. Giving Belzemine the task to grow a garden for a few months would give her a goal she could enjoy dedicating herself to, and encourage her to spend time with other elves. He didn’t expect a miracle, but it would be a start.

What’s this? Simon squinted as he spotted Vayan’s shadow flying from in the east and straight at them. The eidolon appeared to be carrying a handful of people in his talons. Since the kish didn’t need help to fly around, Simon assumed he was ferrying some of the Adventurer’s crew or Junon’s caretakers to Boreas. Either way, it’s probably nothing good.

His suspicions were confirmed when the Sky-Father elected to land on the beach after noticing the group, dropping four people onto the sand. Three of them were elves whom Simon assumed were the caretakers Lady Junon sent to check on the Forbidden Keep’s seal. 

And the fourth was the Adventurer herself.

Alcyone Hyades wasn’t wearing her Class outfit at the moment, instead being dressed in a comfortable bronze corset with black tissue sleeves and leggings, with a ribbon tied around her neck, but she still carried the silver sword she used against Simon in the previous reign sheathed to her belt. 

“So,” she said, smiling at Simon with a hand on her sword’s handle. “You’re the Overlord spawn I’ve heard about?”
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  Simon had done everything in his power not to mention the Overlord to the locals, only for a random stranger to appear out of nowhere and dump the truth for all to hear. Typical Adventurer behavior.

“Did your airship crash here like mine, Magnos?” Alcyone asked, meeting his gaze with heavy suspicion. “Or did you come to these islands to conquer and enslave its people?”

“No, my friend Eole carried me up,” Simon replied while sitting still. He showed neither fear nor concern, which took the Adventurer slightly aback. Good. The quicker he could defuse this situation, the better. “Are you Alcyone Hyades?”

“You should work on your storytelling more, because I’m sure there’s an interesting tale here and your answer is more boring than a Lorean poetry contest.” Alcyone unsheathed her sword, waving it in the air as she bowed like a duelist saluting another. “But to answer your question, yes, I’m Alcyone, Adventurer and Sky Pirate extraordinaire. I hope I live up to the legend.”

Simon was starting to see why Voltobauta got along with her so well. They had the same love for flair and dramatic entrances.

“What’s a sky pirate?” Lady Junon asked with a frown. “And what’s an Overlord?”

“The Overlord is the ruler of Endymion, and my father,” Simon admitted, causing the dryad to blink in surprise. “A bastard who’s thankfully six feet under.”

Alcyone froze in place as the implications dawned on her. “What did you just say?”

“Oh yes, Balzam Magnos died nearly three weeks ago,” Simon said casually, taking delight at the sheer look of disbelief on the Adventurer’s face. “Sorry to break the news to you like this. You missed a lot.”

“This is a joke.” She didn’t believe him. “You’re kidding me.”

“It's the truth,” Eole said. “The Third Overlord was murdered in his own bed. Simon fled with me and another slave here rather than partake in the wars of succession that will inevitably follow.”

Alcyone blinked a few times, her gaze moving from Eole to Simon. He then watched her skin turn paler than chalk as it settled in that no, this was no joke. 

“The Third Overlord is dead…” Her free hand moved to her forehead as she stared at the ground in disbelief. “I missed the Third Overlord’s death…”

“Why didn’t you tell us you were a prince of Endymion?” Lady Junon asked Simon, still missing the importance of the Overlord. 

“I was afraid you would reject me, or fear I had a hidden motive for coming here,” Simon admitted. “You’ve seen my powers, and my house built an empire out of conquest and slavery. I didn’t want to be associated with them.” 

“Your caution was understandable, but unwarranted,” Vayan reassured him. “Our first settlers committed many crimes too, and we welcomed them openly anyway. We will only judge you for what you do in our Sanctuary.”

“Wait, wait, who’s the Fourth Overlord?!” Alcyone asked, her suspicions about Simon temporarily washed away by surprise. “Who inherited his Class?!”

“My father’s will named a certain Laurent Linconnu as the heir,” Simon replied, which was technically true. “My family has been looking for them, but I don’t think they’ll find this successor. Endymion is likely to descend into civil war.”

“Okay, okay, just…” Alcyone took a deep breath. “Start from the very beginning.” 

Simon proceeded to give her a rundown of his situation, telling her of Balzam Magnos’ death, his ‘visions’ of the future, and the threat of the Zodiac Fiends. He also gave a bit more details on the Overlord without revealing the truth about himself.

“A Noble Class embodying evil itself?” Lady Junon muttered while Vayan stared at Simon in silence. “It is a frightening prospect…”

“Yeah, I’m not sure I can believe half of what you just said,” Alcyone concluded with some skepticism. “I’ve heard of you, Simon Magnos. Three years ago, a previous Paladin was slain in his bed, and the killers declared that you hired them.”

“That was one of my father’s lies, to ensure the White Unicorn and I would come to blows should we ever meet,” Simon replied, raising his hand at an empty spot. “Could a Paladin’s killer do this?”

He uttered a prayer to the Light Megalith and called down a Kindling prayer from the sky, much to Alcyone’s shock. 

“See?” Simon asked. “The Light Megalith has blessed me.”

“Simon saved me from death and slavery too, without expecting anything in return,” Eole argued. “He is nothing like his family.” 

“Okay, I can’t really argue against divine intervention.” Alcyone relented and sheathed her sword with a small sigh. “I can’t believe I missed the Third Overlord’s death… I gotta find my way back to the surface before I miss out on Endymion’s collapse too.” 

“Have you found a way to repair your metal bird?” Lady Junon inquired. 

“Sort of?” Alcyone scratched the back of her head. “Your Forbidden Keep does have a lot of pre-Doom contraptions, but I’m not sure they are compatible with our airship.”

“Unfortunately, we bring ill tidings too,” Vayan said, his immense neck turning towards one of the elves he carried back to Boreas. “Tell her what you found, Anaximander.”

Anaximander? The name sounded familiar to Simon, though it took him a moment to recall it. That name came up in the Church’s books on astronomy and chronomancy… and I think he’s our neighbor too. 

The elf in question, a slim, ageless man with long blonde hair falling all the way to his back and golden eyes, stepped forward. He dressed in red and black robes, with a silver circlet around his forehead, and carried a scepter of intertwined wood covered in runes. 

“Milady, I am afraid the prophet was right,” the elf said grimly in Elvish. “The seal holding Nodens the Wicked is waning and is impossible to repair. He will eventually escape, although I cannot tell when.” 

Lady Junon’s expression darkened, her hands joining as she pondered this dreadful information. Eole stared at her with a worried look before asking Simon, “Did you see when the archfiend would escape?”

“The seal should break when the comet shines within the Goatfish constellation a little over a year from now, on the first day of Pluviose,” Simon explained, “Nodens will be able to manifest a new body then.”

“I will help you deal with it, if it comes to that,” Alcyone said without any hesitation whatsoever. “It’s the least I can do to repay your hospitality.”

“I… I am grateful for your kindness, Lady Alcyone, though I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this.” Lady Junon scowled and then turned to face Vayan. “Can you summon a council of the island tomorrow? The Sanctuary's representatives and eidolons must urgently debate this.” 

“Yes, of course.” Vayan unfolded his wings. “We will all gather at the manatree at dawn.”

“We should also follow Simon’s suggestion and craft more Crestones,” Eole immediately suggested. “A year’s time would be enough to arm our greatest warriors and train them.”

“That is something we will have to discuss first,” Lady Junon replied evasively, “Until then, I ask you all to keep this information to yourself for now to avoid a panic.”

This only aroused Simon’s suspicions further. Why were these people so reluctant to create more Crestones considering their home’s abundance of manaliths?

Something didn’t add up here. 



Afterwards, Lady Junon summoned every community leader in the Sanctuary to her manatree. Queen Zeal of the harpies, Tybalt, the kish elders, Vayan, and a handful of other eidolons all gathered in Boreas to discuss the upcoming disaster. 

Since Simon was told that the debates might last days—he had no idea how these people managed to get anything done if they needed to agree on everything all the time—he decided to go over to Alcyone’s airship to see if he could help repair it, and hopefully learn a bit more about the Adventurer while at it. Belzemine had completed the geas contract by then, so she joined him and Eole on the trip. 

However, since the Adventurer might be acquainted with her and react poorly to her slave brands, Simon elected to remove those Gargauth put on her. 

“It is only a temporary situation to avoid a fight we cannot win,” Simon said in an attempt to reassure Belzemine and avoid a nervous breakdown. He knew she could function without them for a time from his experience infiltrating the Malphas conspiracy, so long as he gave her hope he would eventually reapply the Devil Brands. “You will have to bear it for now.”

“Your Majesty, I…” It always saddened him to see an elven archmage like her look so crestfallen at the mere promise of temporary freedom. “I need your guidance…”

“Agnes, I can only trust you with this.” Simon loathed saying those words, but it might be a necessary evil on her road to true recovery. “Everything will go as planned so long as you play your role. You can do that, can you?”

Belzemine was torn for a moment, then reluctantly nodded. Simon removed her old brands without applying the new and unbreakable ones, hoping he could help his retainer recover enough that she wouldn’t need them. 

Since the islands weren’t too far apart, Belzemine could simply fly there with a Pyromancer spell while Eole carried Simon; Darkflight unfortunately cost too much miasma for the trip. The harpies’ home, Euros, proved a lot less welcoming than any other Sanctuary region so far. While it had its fair share of forest, ponds, and greenery, it also housed a large rocky desert and sharp hills that were the closest things to mountains the Sanctuary had. Moreover, it was located at the center of a spiraling stairway of smaller islands leading up to the Forbidden Keep at the edge of space. 

Most importantly, there was not a single flying kish in sight around these parts. Simon caught sight of a few harpies that seemed to patrol the area, but while they did let them pass unmolested, their presence didn’t feel harmless in the slightest. Simon had the distinct impression that their first instinct was to hunt down intruders before their rationality reasserted itself. 

“Unlike us, our harpy sisters are mostly carnivores,” Eole explained to Simon after he questioned her on that front. “They feed on amphibians, slimes, griffins, and worms that prosper in Euros, so we mostly live apart outside of trade or reproduction.”

“Are there no male harpies?” Simon inquired. All the ones he had seen were female.

“No, which is why they rely on kish lovers to maintain their numbers. Harpies always give birth to more harpies.” Eole pointed at a distant landmark in the rocky desert. “This should be the place.”

Simon quickly recognized the airship that the Adventurer had fielded against his army in the last reign. The metal bird was stranded in the middle of a rocky and barren wasteland, but showed no sign of exterior damage. Campfires rose from under its wings, where its crew had set up a small camp. Harpy guards observed them from atop nearby hills like vultures waiting for an animal to die to devour its corpse. 

Simon, Eole, and Belzemine landed near the camp before making their way to it on foot, where they were welcomed by Alcyone and a handful of human shipmates. 

“Am I dreaming, or are you the famous Firewand?” Alcyone said the moment she spotted Belzemine, smiling. “I can’t think of many redheaded elves associated with House Magnos.”

“You know me?” Belzemine asked without emotion. 

“Of course I do, freeing you from the Overlord’s clutches has been one of the White Unicorn’s objectives since its inception. I’m also acquainted with your friend, Frea.” Alcyone mistook the brief scowl of anguish on Belzemine’s face for concern. “Don’t worry, she’s alive and well. She’s keeping watch on the new Paladin.” The Adventurer chuckled to herself. “Between us, he pays more attention to her than her prayer lessons, if you know what I mean…”

“I see…” Belzemine replied evasively, fidgeting in place. 

“She’ll be delighted to hear you’re free now,” Alcyone said with enthusiasm. “How about you hitch a ride with us back to Lore to meet her again? She’s been dying to rescue you since forever.” 

“N-no…” Belzemine looked away. “Please do not tell her I’m here.”

“Huh?” Alcyone blinked in surprise. “Why?” 

“I… I don’t deserve…” Belzemine looked at Simon like a child silently begging her father to help her avoid doing something deeply uncomfortable. 

“Agnes doesn’t feel ready to face her or anything related to the Overlord and the White Unicorn for now,” Simon said hurriedly. “She needs time to rest and recover.”

Alcyone frowned and studied Belzemine. A flash of recognition passed over her eyes, followed by a look of compassion. The truth wasn’t hard to glimpse. 

“Alright, I get it,” Alcyone said after a moment’s hesitation. “I will keep my mouth shut.”

Belzemine answered her with a small nod of relief. Simon wondered if she would ever grow comfortable enough to meet with another survivor from her destroyed home. It would certainly be a milestone in her recovery.  

“All I will say is this: Frea still considers you a dear friend. Whatever happened in the past, she will not hold it against you.” Alcyone waited for Belzemine to say something, and when the elf failed to open her mouth, she let out a small sigh and changed the subject. “So, I’m told you could help repair our airship?”

“I have some crafting expertise and I am familiar with Endymion’s airships,” Simon replied evasively. “I can’t promise anything, though.”

“Good, because you’ll stick to consultancy work. No offense, but I won’t let a Magnos touch my Freedom Bird.” Alcyone’s crewmates laughed out from behind her, much to her amusement. “Hey, it’s an amazing name!”

“Sure, Captain,” one of them replied while rolling his eyes. 

Alcyone pouted. “I paid the Crafter a damn fortune for it, so I’ll call it whatever I damn please!” 

“You’ve met the Crafter?” Eole inquired out of curiosity. “What are they like?”

“The Crafter is…” Alcyone looked away. “Not how you would expect.”

“I sense a story there,” Simon pushed. 

“Sorry, you’ll have to use your imagination.” Alcyone invited them inside with a wave of her hand. “Come in, I’ll show you our flying bar.”

Simon thought she was joking, but the reality turned out to closely match her assertion. The bulk of the airship was wasted on large salons, baths, bars, and even a theater. In spite of its heavy armaments, the Freedom Bird was closer to a leisure cruise ship rather than a military vehicle. 

Moreover, the crew was more or less what Simon had expected from the Adventurer’s retinue: a motley party of rogues and eccentrics ranging from Lorean warriors, shifter treasure hunters, and Musan engineers to goblinoid workers and even a scalefolk. From what Alcyone told them, most had signed on for the novelty of flying an experimental airship and finding a hidden land. 

Their head Engineer—with the Class to match—turned out to be a small goblin called Lizzorc, who had spent the better part of the crew’s stay in the Sanctuary trying to repair its manalith-powered engine, to no avail. 

“I don’t get it,” Simon admitted. While his crafting expertise lay in miasma-related items, Devil Forgemaster gave him enough intuitive understanding of the machinery to tell him nothing looked obviously wrong. “Your airship’s design is clearly superior to Endymion’s, and everything seems to be in working order.”

“See the issue?” Lizzorc replied with a scoff. “All of our machinery should be working, yet something about this place shuts it down cold for some reason.”

“I grabbed manalith-powered gizmos from the Forbidden Keep in the hope we could replace some parts of the engine, but Lizzorc still doesn’t understand why that tech works while our own doesn’t,” Alcyone explained. “We can’t risk a test flight until we uncover this mystery.”

Simon considered the problem. The Sanctuary held many mysteries, the biggest of them being the presence of the barrier shielding it. His discussions with Isabelle Barbatos and Cocagne’s floating castle taught him landmasses could fly, but the latter didn’t produce a shield shielding it from the rest of the world. What else could stop divinations and teleportations in and out? 

The answer came in a flash. 

“Could the Sanctuary work like a Domain?” Simon wondered out loud. 

“A Domain?” Lizzorc asked. “What’s that?”

“Powerful archfiends can trap their enemies in a separate demiplane by overlapping the Abyss with the material plane,” Simon explained. From the looks on his audience’s faces, they had never heard of the concept, which made sense. Only diabolists or individuals trained to fight demons would be familiar with it. “They can warp physics, and prevent teleportation and divinations.”

“Like this place?” Alcyone stroked her chin. “You think it’s that sealed fiend’s doing?”

Simon shook his head, and Eole was the first to guess the truth. “It’s Lady Junon’s work.”

“I think so,” Simon confirmed. “It’s just a theory, but since Lady Junon has become a Worldsoul of one dryad after separating from her sisters, I think the Sanctuary is a part of the material plane that overlaps with her ‘private Worldsoul bubble.’ It would explain the barrier and the high concentration of eidolons.”  

“Does she know?” Eole asked with skepticism. “Our elders believed the barrier was created by the manaliths letting us float in the sky.”

“I have no clue,” Simon admitted. “She might be doing it unconsciously for all I know. Besides, the Sanctuary is not as solid as a true Domain, since people can still come and go. This magical field is something new.” 

“It’s still potent enough to negate my Fast Travel Perk,” Alcyone said with a sigh of annoyance. “It’s why I need a lift each time I have to move from one island to another. I would have teleported around myself under normal circumstances.”

“How does your Fast Travel Perk work exactly?” Simon inquired. “I’ve heard rumors, but nothing substantial.”

“Why, you want to steal my Class?” Alcyone teased him, with Simon keeping a blank face. “I’m jesting. It creates a system map of the world filled with every place I’ve ever visited, which lets me teleport there alongside my party.”

“Interesting.” Simon wasn’t sure if it was worth spending a Devour Crestone Perk on now that he had mapped out and learned how to subvert the Cobweb’s Attic for quick transportation, but he remained curious about its limitations. 

Come to think of it, he managed to summon Carbuncle to his side in spite of the local barrier’s interferences. The eidolon only moved a few feet away, true, but he still teleported. Simon wondered if there was a loophole to exploit there…

“Anyway.” Alcyone crossed her arms. “That still doesn’t tell us anything about our airship’s issue.”

“I think the airship may be working fine,” Simon replied, “It’s the manalith inside your engine that’s not working correctly.”

“Oh, I get it now!” Lizzorc slapped his face. “Manaliths are fossilized manatrees, and since this place is a private bubble which has been separated from the rest for so long–”

“–it probably interferes with your manalith’s flow of energy,” Simon confirmed, “If I’m right, and that’s a big if, repairing your airship will just be a case of modifying your engine so it can work with both your old and a local source, then switch based on which side of the barrier you are on at the moment.”

“That should work, though we’ll need to excavate a big chunk for the Freedom Bird to take off.” Lizzorc smirked to himself. “I can run a few tests with small samples to confirm your hypothesis.”

“Great, you’ve got this!” Alcyone met Simon’s gaze. “In the meantime, the two of us can review that magical contract of yours.”

Simon didn’t need a translator to get the hidden memo: she wanted to talk to him alone. While he remained a bit wary, he didn’t think a White Unicorn Adventurer would be the kind to murder a guest, so he nodded politely. “Sure.”

“Eole, Lady Firewand, feel free to hit the bar in the meantime,” Alcyone said with a grin. “I swear to you, our Cook is amazing, and not just because he’s got forty levels under his belt. Our stage is also in need of a songstress.”

“I accept your invitation.” Eole smiled at Belzemine. “Come, it will be fun!”

“Y-yes,” Belzemine replied with some hesitation before Eole grabbed her hand and gently swept her off her feet. Simon hoped they would have fun.

Meanwhile, Alcyone guided him to a private study on the upper deck. That room was decorated with various trinkets ranging from flags, miniature ships, various weapons, exotic masks, coins, jewelry of unknown origins, and bizarre figurines that made Simon feel uneasy just from looking at them. 

“I’ll give you a tour of my trophies later,” Alcyone said the moment she closed the door. “Firewand… She’s broken inside, isn’t she?”

“My father and his predecessors did terrible things to her,” Simon confirmed. “They used her knowledge as a dryad caretaker to harm her own people, among other things.”

“Which she must feel guilty for.” Alcyone put a hand on her waist. “No offense, but your dad was an enormous dick.”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Simon replied. Every time he thought his father couldn’t sink any deeper, a new atrocity would come up to top the last. “I hope spending time with the local elves and away from the surface will give Agnes some peace of mind.”

“And here I thought floating islands were the greatest wonder in the world.” Alcyone cracked a smile. “I stand corrected. I’ve finally met a Magnos with a heart.”

Simon scoffed back. “Have you ever met any other Magnos?”

“Yep, I briefly clashed with your dad and brothers back when they invaded Magvolia. Your father would have killed me had I not teleported away at the last second.” Her expression darkened. “We lost many good people that day.”

“I’m sorry,” Simon said sincerely. “For all it’s worth, I don’t support our empire’s wars of expansion.”

“It’s worth something. I’m not sure how much, but it’s better than nothing.” Alcyone’s expression turned grimmer. “Those prophecies about a new Doom and rising archdemons… are they true? Or were you pulling a fast one?”

“They’re true, I swear to the Light and Dark both.” Simon crossed his arms. “The Oracle didn’t inform you?”

“See, that’s exactly my problem. We should have been informed if it were true. A Second Doom is about as big a threat as the Overlord, if not more, and I don’t see the Oracle with her world-spanning information network missing something so huge.” Alcyone crossed her arms. “So either you’re lying, or the Oracle is withholding that information from us.”

“You should ask your elven friend or check the truth yourself when you return,” Simon replied. “I can give you the location of the archfiends I’ve glimpsed in my visions.”

“I’ve sensed the evil in the Forbidden Keep, so I’m leaning towards believing you, at least on that front.” Alcyone hesitated, then unsheathed her sword. Simon briefly worried he had been wrong and that she would skewer him on the spot, but she instead examined it. “This blade was a gift from the Oracle I received through Frea. It’s a copy of a sacred sword capable of harming the Overlord and other nasties.”

“Really?” Simon replied, feigning surprise. “It must be quite powerful.”

“It’s apparently identical to the real one, except the original received the Mana Goddess’ blessing.” The Adventurer pointed the blade at him. “Do you see the issue?”

Simon frowned. “I don’t?”

“If they can mass produce sacred blades capable of harming the Overlord, why not just bless them all?” Alcyone asked. “I asked Frea, and she told me that the Mana Goddess has been gathering her strength for centuries.”

“Gathering her strength?” Simon squinted. “For what? The second Doom?”

“Makes sense, doesn’t it? I think the Mana Goddess is plotting to do something when that comet of yours comes back to ruin our day once more.” Alcyone studied her sword again, its silver reflecting the light of nearby lamps. “Something the Oracle doesn’t want us to know.”
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  It said something about the Oracle’s approach to information security that a level seventy-five Adventurer who clashed blades with Balzam Magnos himself knew little of her machinations.

While the Oracle had apparently distributed nearly a dozen Mana Sword replicas to various White Unicorn members, she didn’t inform anyone about her plan to take out Balzam Magnos. The main reason why Alcyone wandered off to find the Sanctuary in the first place was that all plans to cross the Dragonsea and retake Magvolia had apparently been dropped.

“I hoped I could finally rope a friend into helping with that, or find some pre-Doom gizmo that could turn the tide,” Alcyone admitted as she reviewed the geas contract, “Many in the White Unicorn have lost faith in the Oracle’s guidance, so it was up to us to pick up the slack.”

“You do have a rare opportunity to turn the tide,” Simon replied. “Endymion’s factions will soon come to blows and its enemies will crawl out of the woodwork when the truth about my father’s passing spreads. Magvolia will become especially vulnerable.”

“Hence why I have to get back quickly before I miss out on all the fun!” Alcyone stroked her chin. “Did you see who killed your father in your visions?”

“I dreamed of my brother Louis slaying him,” Simon replied while remaining evasive. He was wary of giving out too many details and arousing her suspicion.

“I’m not surprised that creep would murder his own father, but are you sure the Overlord Class didn’t pass on to him?”

“I’m sure,” Simon insisted. “The Crimson Throne lies empty.”

“That’s strange… but then again, we only had two prior cases of Overlord inheritance, so the Class might simply transfer to the biggest asshole alive rather than the last Overlord’s killer.” It was a good guess on Alcyone’s part, and Simon was almost tempted to agree with it considering how his last reign went. “Either way, Endymion wasn’t built to last without an Overlord in charge..”

“Exactly. Louis’ rule will be tenuous without the Class.”

“We’ll make sure he never gets to enjoy his ill-gotten throne for long.” Alcyone set the contract aside. “Alright, seems straightforward to me. My crew and I will sign on the condition that you do it too, as a show of good faith and solidarity.”

“Sure,” Simon replied with a shrug. His Title would protect him from any backlash either way. “I don’t intend to leave the Sanctuary though, so it’s a waste of ink.”

“You know what they say: trust but verify.” She was willing to extend him the benefit of the doubt, but he still remained a Magnos in her eyes. “These people welcomed us like friends even though we literally crashed on their front lawn. I don’t want them to get into trouble.”

“Truthfully, at this point I’m more afraid of the danger inside the Sanctuary than others finding it.” His precautions should have at least prevented Vouivre and the Cobweb from finding its location. “How is the Forbidden Keep?”

“Not gonna lie, the critters inside would demolish you,” Alcyone warned him. “Most of them are the equivalent of level 30 or so Class users, and I’ve slain guardians reaching as high as level 50.”

They’re strong enough that I might actually gain some levels out of it, Simon thought. Alcyone is right though. They’ll tear everyone else in the Sanctuary to shreds. 

Simon did manage to defeat Nodens when he had merged with Casval, though he had Thalas, Filip, and Alphonse at his back. The possessed dragon had been the equivalent of a level seventy foe at most, so the demon at base power should remain manageable. The Goatfish was apparently among the weakest Zodiac Fiends and so likely inferior to the likes of Exodeos.

However, Simon had no idea what powers a Zodiac Fiend commanded when strengthened by their constellation. The Abraxas-powered Nodens had managed to slay the original Merchant, thrown an enhanced Xenophon off the Sanctuary, and gave Elios Magnos a run for his money. Simon had to assume the worst.

“Could you provide us with a map of the Keep and intel on its guardians?” Simon inquired. “The archfiend shouldn’t escape before a year has passed, so we could set defenses around the seal to at least weaken him prior to its escape.”

“Sure,” Alcyone replied with a thin smile. “Don’t worry. I swear I’ll come back with reinforcements to take that monster out. He’ll crawl back into his prison before the day is done, I promise you that.”

Simon hoped she would live up to her boast. The kindness of the Sanctuary’s inhabitants was growing on him in spite of their naivety, and he would be loath to see them harmed.

Alcyone quickly sketched out a map of the Forbidden Keep, which she had explored in great detail. The architecture mostly resembled a normal castle, except for the fact it floated in the air and centered around various clock-like contraptions. Simon wondered if it had been a pre-Doom landmark cast into the sky or Nodens’ old fortress transformed into his tomb.

Otherwise, the creatures within appeared to be mostly constructs, mimics, torturer demons fueled by Nodens’ ambient miasma, animated traps, solid illusions granted substance by the castle, and even giant spiders hiding in the waterways. A typical Dungeon’s fauna, in short.

“The Keep hasn’t been touched in centuries, so it’s full of treasure,” Alcyone said as they left her study. “I would have looted it whole if I had more time. Maybe your Librarian ancestor left a weapon or failsafe behind to take out the fiend on his way out.”

I doubt that, Simon thought. Elios Magnos said he wouldn’t interfere with the Scorpion’s escape even when he lived right next to it, so why would he bother with adding security measures for the Goatfish? “Let’s hope so.”

They arrived to find Eole singing to the Adventurer’s crew and Belzemine in the main lounge. The setting reminded Simon of the Golden Butterfly, though much classier. Eole clearly enjoyed it much more too, considering how livelier her song sounded compared to her performances in Valne.

Most importantly, Simon spotted a piano near the stage and found that he couldn’t resist its call. He sat there and quickly began to play the keyboard to accompany Eole’s song, much to her delight. The irony that the Overlord was secretly performing for a White Unicorn party seasoned the whole performance with delicious irony.

The song concluded to thunderous applause, none louder than Alcyone herself. Eole bowed to her audience before flying up to Simon with eyes gleaming with delight.

“I didn’t know you had learned to play music, Simon,” Eole said, smiling ear to ear. She sounded pleasantly surprised by this discovery. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I only know the basics,” Simon replied with humility. “I’m better with a pipe organ.”

“We could build you one,” Eole suggested. “I know a few songs we could play together.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “You could teach me Performances?”

Eole looked at him as if he had said something both incredibly cute and deeply stupid.

Oh right, she was a Songstress. Of course she knew Performances he could adapt into miasmic variants. They wouldn’t be as powerful as Your Lord Knows Best, but there was no such thing as a useless spell. Weird that the idea never crossed his mind. Simon guessed he outleveled Eole so much that he subconsciously assumed he couldn’t learn anything from her.

Well, time to correct that.

“How would you feel,” Simon asked Eole, “about forming a band?”



The Great Council of the Sanctuary concluded after three days.

Simon spent most of them helping the Adventurer’s crew with their engine issues. Early tests quickly confirmed his theory that the airship’s machinery could work when powered with local manaliths, though it would take a huge chunk of it for the Freedom Bird to fly again.

Lady Junon thus invited Simon, Eole, and Alcyone to her island for a private discussion on the matter. They found Vayan, Queen Zeal, Tybalt, Ruto, and Anaximander already present as well, most of them sporting grim expressions. It seemed the reality of the danger threatening their hidden paradise had finally sunk in.

“You say I maintain the barrier around our Sanctuary?” Lady Junon asked when Alcyone concluded her report. She sounded genuinely puzzled by their findings. “I never realized it…”

“Your ladyship must have instinctually developed this power to protect yourself after being separated from your sisters while young,” Anaximander hypothesized. “Your wish to protect your land and our people took a life of its own.”

“You must be maintaining it unconsciously,” Simon suggested. “Though I still don’t understand why it interferes with teleportation and not eidolon summoning.”

“Summoning eidolons, contrary to what the term implies, is not truly teleportation,” Vayan explained. “My own body is but an avatar of my true self, which is an ideal resting in the heart of the Worldsoul.”

Simon quickly put two and two together. “You’re like the Noble Crestones. An archetype channeled onto the material plane.”

“Yes. Summoning an eidolon is actually the act of creating a new avatar for us to inhabit. Unlike a demon who will dissipate back into miasma upon destruction, my true end will come only when all creatures in this world cease to believe in my existence.”

“Couldn’t you constantly throw yourself at this Nodens then?” Alcyone asked. “Just manifest a new avatar to replace the old as soon as the old one dies?”

“It would take me many years to gather enough mana to create a new avatar should my current incarnation suffer destruction, and decades to restore my strength.” Vayan glanced at Simon. “I issue you a warning too, Simon. Any eidolon you channel is intimately connected to your soul, so our avatar’s destruction will damage you too. It may even kill you.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Simon replied. The backlash might be even worse for him than a normal Visionary considering he also channeled the Abyss’ power during a summoning. Still, the fact that he could call on eidolons even inside anti-teleportation barriers presented an enormous tactical advantage compared to demonbinding.

“While I am glad we have found a way to cure your airship of its sickness–” Lady Junon seemed to still mistake the airship for a living creature rather than a vehicle, “extracting manalith in the quantity you require may be difficult.”

Simon couldn’t hold his tongue any longer. “Why are you so afraid of exploiting your manalith supply?” he asked. “You have enough to create plenty of Crestones and automatons to defend yourselves with.”

“You must suspect the truth by now,” Anaximander replied calmly. “Boreas has a handful of golems, but we could easily produce enough to take care of all manual labor in the entire archipelago. We did not forget our craft.”

Lady Junon uncomfortably fidgeted in place. “Three centuries back, I allowed my elven children to mine the island of Anemoi for manaliths. The golems and the Crestone our people use today came from there.”

Eole frowned in confusion. “Milady, there is no island called Anemoi.”

“Not anymore,” Vayan replied darkly.

Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest as the truth dawned on him. “The manaliths are what keep the islands afloat,” he muttered out loud, Eole’s skin turning pale next to him. “If you take out too much, they’ll stop levitating and crash.”

“Indeed,” Anaximander confirmed. “Crestones and golem hearts require the purest and most potent manaliths, so Anemoi’s miners accidentally destabilized the entire island by taking out too many of them.”

“Anemoi fell apart without warning and crashed into the ocean below,” Lady Junon said, her voice quiet. “Everyone unfortunate enough to be on the island perished in the crash.” She looked away. “Since then, we have outlawed mining our Sanctuary’s manaliths.”

“We will have to take the risk,” Queen Zeal replied firmly. “To survive, we must gain strength.”

“I fear Queen Zeal is right,” Tybalt agreed with a solemn expression. “According to Simon’s prophecy, the archfiend will regain the same power that let him fight on par with the Noble Heroes. It may become stronger than the Sky-Father himself.”

“It will become stronger,” Simon stated bluntly, even as the eidolon flinched. “I’m sorry, Lord Vayan, but it’s the truth.”

To his credit, the Sky-Father was wise enough to accept the truth. “The Noble Heroes wielded power greater than mine, and victory cost Lord Waybright his life. I will need allies to contain this problem.”

“Don’t make those faces,” Alcyone cut in with bold confidence. “Quality is better than quantity when it comes to Class users, and you’ve got a Dungeon at your disposal. A year is plenty of time to form a powerful demon-busting team. Not to mention you have Lady Firewand and yours truly to call on.”

“It’s true that five or six high-level fighters are better than an army of low-level weaklings,” Simon conceded. “You could focus on arming and intensely training a small elite force.”

“This would indeed be our best chance of protecting the Sanctuary without risking it falling apart,” Lady Junon agreed, her gaze settling on Alcyone. “Noble Adventurer, we will provide you with the manalith you seek under one condition.”

“You don’t have to ask.” Alcyone smirked and gave the dryad a bow. “I swear on my honor as the first sky pirate that I’ll come back with reinforcements when you need it most.”

“Your kindness and determination honor your Crestone and legacy, Lady Alcyone,” Vayan praised her.

Simon spotted Queen Zeal frowning in annoyance at the gathering’s edge. He had the strong suspicion she likely argued with her allies to confiscate Alcyone’s Crestone again, only to be outvoted.

She has the foolish boldness of an untested general and bestial ruthlessness, Simon thought. A dangerous combination. I'd better keep an eye on her. 

“Then it is settled,” Lady Junon decided. She looked at each of the archipelago’s leaders in turn. “Go forth and gather the best of each island. The bravest, the strongest, those willing to lay down their lives for the good of all; and from them we shall select our Sanctuary’s Champions.”



And so, the Sanctuary’s people began to prepare their defense.

One of the smaller islands forming the celestial stairway to the Forbidden Keep, Kaikias, was chosen for manalith extraction since it was a mostly unpopulated volcanic rock filled with magma kept perpetually hot by fire-charged mana in the air. Extraction would be a grueling process for golem workers, but nobody would die should it fall from the Sanctuary. Simon was put in charge of the process since he could craft Crestones with the help of Anaximander, who had expertise with golem creation.

Their first order of business was to extract enough material to power the Adventurer’s airship, since the Sanctuary’s council decided to focus on bringing in more Noble Class users like the Necromancer to help them and Queen Zeal wanted the Freedom Bird out of her territory. Simon was so engrossed in his task and so detached from the world outside the Sanctuary that he realized the month of Nivose had ended three days after the fact. The attack on Frightwall should have taken place by now, yet he hadn’t received any telepathic call from Shabram.

Simon tried to contact her, only for a vague sense of muffled presence to answer him each time. He briefly feared something had happened to her, only for the same thing to happen with Duchar, who should have been living peacefully in Telluria at this point in time.

The connection is still there, but partly disrupted, Simon realized. He recalled that he had failed to contact Shabram soon after she boarded Louis’ airship to the Sanctuary during his ill-fated reign in Cocagne. Nodens managed to contact and attack me through the Devil Brands, so reestablishing communications should be possible… but then again, his assault might have followed the destruction of the Sanctuary’s barrier.

While the Brand of Sloth’s telepathy could work no matter the distance, it might require the connected individuals to be in the same dimension to function correctly. A Domain’s demiplane nature likely interfered with it. Simon guessed he would have to step out of the Sanctuary in the future to receive information about the outside world.

This disturbed him a lot. While he trusted Shabram to handle Endymion’s affairs with all the foreknowledge he provided her with, part of him could only depart for the Sanctuary in full peace of mind because he knew he could contact his spymistress at any time. Being cut off from her for a long period disturbed him.

He would find a moment to briefly leave the Sanctuary and catch up with her. If he was right, restoring the connection would be as simple as flying through the barrier.

Either way, Simon and Anaximander eventually located strains of manalith pure enough to fuel both the Freedom Bird’s flight and a handful of Crestones, which allowed the Adventurer to finally depart the Sanctuary. Her crew signed the geas contract forbidding them to speak of the flying islands, with the exception of friendly Noble Crestone users that could be recruited to help defend the archipelago, and then took off.

“I’ll bring back the Necromancer for sure, maybe even the Paladin,” Alcyone promised them before departing. “I’ll come back to check on you in a few months, if I can.”

She also agreed to keep Simon’s and Belzemine’s presence on the islands a secret, which he appreciated. The last thing he wanted was to have Alphonse hunt him down for something his father did.

Speaking with Anaximander also proved rather enlightening. The elf was centuries older than the Doom and was indeed the same Anaximander whose name Simon had spotted in the Church of the Light’s archive, having been the first to quantify the effect of Brimir’s moons on certain spells. He had served Lady Junon since she was first planted in the Sanctuary and had developed quite the breadth of magical knowledge since.

“You can cast Tier VI spells without a Crestone?” Simon asked in shock as they made their way to Vayan’s temple alongside Belzemine to meet with the champion candidates.

“I can cast the equivalent of Tier VI spells easily enough, but I know a Tier VII Astromancy spell I can trigger when the stars are right,” Anaximander corrected him. “While Astromancy is much easier to practice than Chronomancy, its spells rely on celestial phenomena to work.”

“Could you teach them to me?” Simon immediately inquired. “Or at least the basics of Astromancy? It is a field of magic I haven’t delved too much into, but the coming of Abraxas might make it very relevant to us.”

“Astromancy is always relevant, Simon. The stars won’t go away if you stop looking up.” Anaximander smiled kindly at him. “I wouldn’t mind teaching you and Lady Firewand my ways, but I fear it would take you decades to cast my spells without a Class.”

“I’m a quick learner,” Simon replied as they reached the temple. They found a good hundred people waiting for them there, most of them harpies and kish with two dozen elves among their numbers. Every Class user in the Sanctuary was also present, alongside Lady Junon and Vayan.

“We have been waiting for you, Simon Magnos,” Vayan declared, the eidolon marking a short pause before continuing. “However, I would like to ask you a question before we begin this gathering.”

Simon frowned. “Yes?”

Vayan loomed closer to him, his head tilting until Simon could see his reflection in the eidolon’s eagle eye.

“Do you not believe,” he asked, “that it is time you revealed your Class to us?”
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  Simon stood still like a statue as Vayan’s question sank into his heart. His first instinct was to play the fool, to deny and delay, but a single look at his audience convinced him otherwise. Most had no idea what the Sky-Father was referring to, and while Lady Junon looked a bit anxious, he sensed no hostility nor revulsion from any of them.

“Did you tell them?” Simon asked Eole. He wouldn’t blame her if she did, considering the danger threatening her people. 

Eole avoided his gaze. “They figured it out on their own.”

“I suspected the truth as soon as this Overlord matter came up,” Vayan declared. “The truth wasn’t hard to glimpse after what happened with Carbuncle. I assume you feared the Adventurer’s wrath or that we would expel you were we to learn of your power.”

“You needn’t worry about that, Simon,” Lady Junon reassured him. “I gave shelter to the old kish, who built an empire on the backs of countless shifter slaves. We will not hold your origins against you.”

“Your kindness does you credit, Lady Junon, though I fear it is born of ignorance rather than understanding,” Simon replied bluntly. He still found their naivety and acceptance endearing. “If you knew more about my Class, you would have been wiser to expel me.”

“You are a scion of the Librarian and you have brought a cherished child back to us,” Vayan reminded him. “Moreover, you would only have needed to bring your nation’s armies here if you wished us harm.”

“We will judge you on your actions, Simon, not on what you are.” Lady Junon cleared her throat. “But if you are to help guide our champions, then we require honesty on your part.”

“Fair enough, I suppose,” Simon replied. He wouldn’t have trusted a foreigner with arming his people with Crestones without taking some precautions either. He briefly exchanged a glance with Eole, who encouraged him with a nod, then gathered his breath. “Very well. See me as I am.”

He put on the Overlord armor in a flash of miasma. 

His Class burst out of him like a beast roaring back to life after spending too much time caged and shackled. Waves of darkness erupted out from his body, throwing back the kish and elves gathered closest to him. The harpies screeched all at once, with Queen Zeal reeling in dread as Unquestionable Ruler’s true strength hit her head on. Only the likes of Eole, Vayan, and Junon didn’t recoil, and only the former didn’t look unsettled by his mere presence. 

Every Class user present put on their outfits, Tybalt and Queen Zeal included. The former put on heavy, red and gold armor with an eye symbol on its chest, which Simon recognized as the Guardian outfit, Vassal to the Paladin; while a metal corset and choker covered in spikes appeared over the harpy queen. Her whip crackled with lightning when she grabbed it, but her grip was weak and unsteady.

“So foul…” Lady Junon covered her mouth. “How could such a terrible Class exist in this world?”

“Such overwhelming evil…” Tybalt muttered to himself as he moved in front of his children to protect them. “I’ve never felt anything like it before…”

I haven’t even activated Dreadful Aura, Simon thought. Unquestionable Ruler alone was enough to intimidate everyone present. Most of them wouldn’t get past the Forbidden Keep’s front door. 

“I am Simon Magnos, Fourth Overlord of Endymion,” Simon introduced himself. “I seek no quarrel with you. Though I hid my identity, my words and warnings were true. A great evil threatens you, and as it stands, you will all perish at its hands before the year is done. I could conquer your lands on my lonesome.”

Queen Zeal scowled in defiance. “Prove it.”

Suit yourself, Simon thought as he raised his hand. “Come forth, my steed.”

A draconic abomination roared to unlife in a flood of darkness and screams.

Reaching over thirty feet in length and matching Casval in size, the horrific creature took the shape of an emaciated, rotting carcass of a dragon with curved black horns, milky white eyes devoid of life, and rows of fangs jutting forth from an exposed jaw. Its bones shimmered with an unsettling glow while its black heart pulsated with miasma and purple abyssal energies, its batlike wings unfolding to cast the elves, kish, and harpies in its shadow. 

His audience erupted in screams of fear and shouts of alarm, many quaking in dread and backing away from the terrible stench alone. Vayan expanded his wings and roared at the undead dragon, while even Lady Junon recoiled in horror. 

“Even the souls of dragons yield to my might!” Simon declared from atop the creature’s back, looking down on an astonished Queen Zeal. “A beast as powerful as your Sky-Father answers to me!” 

His undead dragon proved his words by unleashing its breath at the heavens above, briefly darkening the sky with a cloud of noxious fumes and wretched purple smoke. Vayan quickly blew it away with a mighty wind conjured from a flap of his wings, but the demonstration had cowed everyone present into silence. 

“A stray thought of mine could kill all of you!” Simon warned them. Well, a handful would survive his Dreadful Aura, but ‘most of you’ didn’t have the same ring to it. “If this is what I can do without lifting a finger… then imagine what the demon trapped in the Forbidden Keep can do when he escapes in a year’s time? He will destroy and consume you all, because his kind only deals in two commodities: your screams and your souls.”

Although his words demoralized many, Simon quickly commanded his audience’s attention by dismissing his dragon, transforming his scepter into a sword and dramatically planting it in the ground while standing on his own two feet. 

“And yet, I bring you a message of hope, and gifts aplenty,” Simon reassured them as he opened his Inventory and presented them with his latest creation: a newly crafted Witch Crestone. “For the Heroes of old surpassed me, and their strength is yet within your grasp. With my help and your determination, we can protect your home.” 

A long silence answered his declaration. Simon didn’t mean to give a speech, but he guessed such things almost came naturally to him after so many reigns spent commanding demons and armies.  

Vayan spoke up with his thundering voice, commanding everyone’s attention. “Simon speaks true. While the enemy that threatens our home is strong, our people have survived the Doom once already. I have faith in our ability to pull through, and we eidolons will fight by your side to the end!”

“You all volunteered to be here, but this was only the first test of many,” Lady Junon added. “We only have resources to equip a limited number of champions, so we will have trials to select a chosen few.”

“First, Anaximander must confirm that none of you were born under the Goatfish’s sign, which would open you up to the demon’s influence,” Simon insisted. While only Eole’s family showed strong Darkblood potential—which Simon assumed to be from them descending from the Kish Empire’s royal family—every last one of the shifters present had at least a small drop of it. Simon didn’t think a Zodiac Fiend could possess a thin-blooded host, but he wouldn’t take the risk of providing Nodens with more vessels. “You may be entrusted with non-combat roles, but you will not be allowed anywhere near the frontline.”

Simon expected some pushback, but nobody questioned him. It was as if everyone present just tacitly accepted his authority and wisdom on the matter. Unquestionable Ruler might have helped with that, alongside Simon’s intimidating display of power, but it still felt weird for them to treat him with reverence rather than distrust or suspicion.  

Then again, the Overlord is mere hearsay to them, Simon thought. Revealing his true Class didn’t seem different than introducing himself as the Necromancer or the Rogue. They think the Overlord is a darker kind of Noble Hero rather than evil given form.

“Why do you trust me so readily?” Simon asked Vayan and Junon as Anaximander and other elf astrologers present interviewed each recruit to confirm their birth signs. 

“Why wouldn’t we?” Lady Junon replied innocently. “You saved Eole’s life, warned us about a danger we ignored, and have been nothing but helpful to us so far.”

“You’ve sensed my Class and seen its power,” Simon warned them. “I lied to you about it. I just don’t understand why you can so readily trust me after that.”

“I told you before that the Abyss’ power is always dangerous, but not evil by itself,” Vayan reminded him. “I stand by those words. Your power is dangerous, that is true, but there may come a time when it is necessary.”

Simon scoffed. “Yet it is a demon that threatens your home right now, Sky-Father.”

“Demons are evil, the Abyss itself is not.” Vayan rested on his talons. “Have you ever heard of creatures called the qlippoths, Simon?”

“The qlippoths?” Simon stroked his chin. “Only vaguely. They’re abyssal entities, cousins to demons.”

“Qlippoths are more ancient than demons, and exist in the depths below Hell’s bowels,” Vayan replied. “When the world was young and mortals learned of the Abyss’ existence, qlippoths were the very first of its inhabitants that diabolists attempted to summon and bind.”

“Truly?” Simon frowned. “I don’t recall ever coming across summoning spells for qlippoths.”

“Because diabolists quickly learned that they had few things that interested them,” Vayan explained. “Qlippoths derive no pleasure from mortals’ fear and suffering, seek no domination, and require no worship to sustain their existence. Some would trade knowledge for our lore, but most simply sought to return to the Abyss and treated the material plane with complete indifference. Would you call such creatures ‘evil’?”

“I suppose not,” Simon admitted. 

“Yet diabolists would not be turned away from their obsession for the Abyss’ power, and through their greedy search, they came upon forces of the Dark willing to bargain with them: formless entities of miasma that would model themselves after their fears and desires to prey on them. Thus, the first demons came to be and became the focus of diabolism.” Vayan grunted. “There was also once one of my kind that craved human sacrifices to bless his followers with rain and good harvest, simply because his followers fervently believed a god should need the blood of mortals to grant them his blessings. The Light we cherish had birthed a hideous creature by the people’s wicked will.”

“Why are you telling me these things, Sky-Father?”

“What you must understand is that while the Abyss contains wicked creatures and the Dark can cause great harm, neither is truly evil by itself; just as the Light’s power can be misused to foul ends. Every atom of this universe and every soul in it bears a touch of light and darkness. They are not opposites, but complementary forces.” Vayan’s burning eyes shone with a warm light. “Your Class being rooted in evil power does not mean it cannot be wielded by a good person for good purposes.”

Simon pondered the eidolon’s wisdom. His reasoning made sense, considering how mana and miasma reinforced each other when used together instead of clashing into mutual annihilation. They were two fundamental forces of the cosmos.

Still, the Overlord was a Class created by a demon for a demon. Simon hoped Vayan was right and that he could still make the world a better place whether with it or in spite of it, but that remained to be proven. 

Which brought Simon to the question that had bugged him since Vouivre first brought it up: what was his idea of a better world?



Thus began what would become known as the month-long Contest of Champions. 

While Simon worked on crafting Vassal Crestones, Vayan, Junon, and the island’s eidolons put their candidates to the test to see which of them would be worthy of them. Those who already had a Class like Tybalt, Zeal, Eole, and Ruto were automatically selected, as were a handful of elves like Anaximander who had centuries of magical or martial expertise. One of them had apparently spent centuries in the sky practicing swordsmanship as a hobby. 

However, watching this swordsman and Anaximander in action taught Simon that no amount of skill could compensate for stats, Perks, and levels. 

It wasn’t that they were harmless, far from it. Anaximander’s magic would have made him a threat to most of the imperial population, but he simply couldn’t perform like a mage empowered by a Crestone. His Tier VI fire spells packed less power than Simon’s Hellfire, simply because of his much weaker magic stat, and there was only so much an expert swordsman could do when his sword lacked the strength to get past a Class outfit. 

On the plus side, they should quickly progress in their chosen Classes simply by practicing advanced moves. A Scholar casting a Tier VI spell as soon as they earned their Crestone would shoot up to level twenty in a blink. 

Otherwise, Simon suggested summoning weak demons like imps to help the recruits gain levels before they tackled more dangerous challenges in the Forbidden Keep, and agreed to lend the Sanctuary Champions some of Belzemine’s Crestones. She would keep Healer since she had the highest level in it and could still cast Pyromancer spells without the Crestone, albeit at weaker potency, and the rest would go to the selected heroes. 

“It’s odd,” Simon told Eole when she visited him at his and Belzemine’s house on Boreas, bringing him a pipe organ the kish had built for him. The design was rudimentary, with its tubes crafted from manatree wood and seashell keys, yet he found it lovely. “I came here to find some peace and yet I’ve spent all my time working.”

“Some people simply can’t stay idle,” Eole mused as she checked the home he shared with Belzemine. The decorations were relatively sparse, but their elven neighbors had given him plenty of art pieces. “You’ve accumulated quite the collection.”

“Sorry,” Simon apologized, his fingers testing the organ’s keyboard. The sound was a bit higher-pitched than expected, but still good enough. “Your people set up a home on Zephyr for us and we haven’t used it since we arrived.”

“I don’t mind, since it’s for Agnes’ sake.” Eole sat on the organ’s console. “How is she doing?”

“She’s… making some progress.” In that she had only asked him to reapply the brands three times per week rather than every day. “Gardening with the other elves and Carbuncle helps, but centuries of trauma won’t vanish in mere months.”

Eole nodded gravely and crossed her legs. “What about you, Simon? Are you happy here?”

“It’s… nice,” Simon replied while playing a few notes. “I don’t think a peaceful community like yours could have developed in the wider world without being conquered or destroyed, but I’m glad it exists.” 

“I didn’t ask you if you found life peaceful here, Simon.” Eole met his gaze. “I asked if you were happy.”

Simon’s fingers froze on the keyboard.

Was he happy? Simon should be. He had found a community so peaceful, so serene and kind, that its people accepted the Overlord among their numbers without hesitation. He had been granted a home, a degree of authority, and the people’s trust. His instincts kept telling him it was too good to be true, only for him to be proven wrong time and time again. This place was a paradise and a unique wonder, even if it lived on borrowed time. He felt compelled to help preserve it from destruction. 

But being there didn’t make him happy, no. 

Simon felt much better than after those terrible final days when he spent fighting his loved ones in the previous reign, and he enjoyed spending time with Eole, or practicing spellcasting with Anaximander… yet he felt like a man who was in the wrong place. 

“Something’s missing,” Simon admitted. “There’s nothing wrong with this place, but… I feel something’s missing, and I don’t know what.”

Eole nodded in understanding. “It was the same for me. I have everything here, and yet I always felt I was lacking something important.”

“Is that why you left the Sanctuary?” Simon guessed. “Because you were looking for a purpose?”

“Yes,” Eole admitted. “The more I learned of our people’s past, the more it convinced me that we had a historic responsibility towards the shifters we mistreated and abandoned on the surface. My resolve only hardened when I found our people crushed under your empire’s foot.” She looked down in shame. “I thought I was doing the right thing…”

“You were,” Simon reassured her. “You did your best to help them. You couldn’t have freed Telluria without sullying your hands and shedding blood.”

“No, no, you don’t understand the issue.” Eole bit her lower lip. Simon could tell she hesitated to tell him something, before deciding to confide in him. “Do you think you can be a good person if you do good deeds for selfish reasons?”

“Who cares? At the end of the day, the world will be better for it.” Eole remained silent, and it only took Simon a second to guess what left her so distraught. “You’re thinking about what Carbuncle’s mirror showed you.”

“Yes,” Eole confirmed as she let out a heavy breath. “The people in the vision… they were free, but they were setpieces. Props acclaiming me and celebrating my actions.” She looked through the window. “I think… I think I didn’t set out to help Telluria because saving shifters was the right thing to do, but because it would make me feel important and righteous. It shames me.”

Simon stared at her for a moment, and then burst out laughing. His response startled Eole and shook out of her funk. 

“What?” she asked, blushing. “What’s so funny about this?!”

“Are you seriously feeling guilty for trying to free a country from slavery because it would make you a little vain?” Simon teased her. “Doesn’t that sound a little overblown?”

“Shut up, you evil Overlord,” she replied lightly without really meaning it. “Don’t lead me astray with your corrupting questions!” 

“Give me a week, and I’ll turn you into a heartless demon,” Simon joked as he resumed playing. “You’ll give sweets to orphans to tempt them into a life of gluttony.”

“That’s the last time I pour my heart out to you, my shoulder devil.” Eole smiled at him, the joy having returned to her. “Seriously, you believe I’m overthinking this?”

Simon pondered her question. He thought back to the two reigns he spent with Eole in Valne, when they got a secret anti-slavery ring off the ground the first time, and then when they infiltrated the Cobweb in the second. Eole had put aside her pride in the latter case, first by accepting his Devil Brands in order to destroy that vile spider’s web from within, and then to form a deal with Vouivre for the sake of giving the shifters a better future. While some of those actions might have been motivated by a need for purpose and recognition… When push came to shove, Eole had been willing to sacrifice her reputation and sully her hands for the greater good. 

“I believe that should you be in a position to choose between your ego and a better future for your people, you will always pick the latter,” Simon concluded. “You are a better and stronger person than you give yourself credit for, Eole.”

Eole smiled fondly at him, like the sun shining after a cloudy day. “Thank you, Simon,” she said warmly, “that is sweet of you.”

“It’s the truth,” Simon replied upon returning her smile. 

She rested her head on her palm. “What did the mirror show you, by the way?”

“I only caught a glimpse of the Overlord on it, and nothing more,” Simon replied with a shrug. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Come on, aren’t you even a little bit curious to learn what it would have shown you?”

Simon’s jaw clenched on its own. “No.”

“You’re afraid to find out, aren’t you?” Eole guessed sharply. “What would truly make you happy? You fear it will be something ugly.”

While Simon hated to admit it, she might have hit the nail on the head. He had found pleasure in inflicting cruelties on others, even if they deserved it. 

“Maybe, or maybe I’m afraid the mirror would have simply twisted the vision,” Simon replied evasively. “Either way, I won’t force Carbuncle through that transformation again, so I’ll have to find happiness on my own.”

“It doesn’t have to be your own. I’m here to help.” Eole winked at him. “When do you laugh the most? Besides when I say something foolish?”

Simon thought it over a moment before answering, “When I make a woman I like laugh with me–” which caused Eole to chuckle, “and when I utterly crush a hated enemy.”

“Spoken like a true Overlord,” Eole teased him back. “It’s not worrying at all.”

“Well, it’s the truth.” Simon would forever cherish the Attic’s destruction, and he continued to look forward to the day when he could personally dispose of Verney. “They deserved it.”

“Is that how you gained your levels?” Eole’s smile faded away. “How did you become so strong in such a short amount of time? Your father died only days before we met.” 

Simon wanted to deflect with a lie, but he was starting to run out of believable excuses. “You wouldn’t believe me, even if I could tell you.”

“Even if?” Eole frowned at him. “Does your Class prevent you from sharing certain information?”

Simon sensed icy hands press on his throat before he could open his mouth. He remained silent, which proved to be an answer in itself.

“It does,” Eole guessed with a scowl. “We should ask Lady Junon for a way to remove it.”

“She can’t,” Simon replied. Not unless she could somehow pulverize the meteor-sized Crestone about to bring ruin to civilization. 

“There has to be a way to do it. No one should be a slave, Simon, not even to the strongest Class in the world.” Eole’s scowl deepened, as a suspicious thought crossed her mind. “Do you want to be the Overlord, Simon?”

“I have no choice.”

“But suppose you do. Suppose we find a way to remove or destroy this Class without harming you or anyone else.” Eole locked eyes with him. “Would you do it?”

And Simon Magnos, Fourth Overlord of Endymion, had no answer to that.

  

    
        Chapter 160: The Sanctuary in the Sky (9)

    
    
    
    
  The Forbidden Keep proved worthy of its name.

Bound to the celestial island stairway by a colossal chain too big to have been crafted by human hands, it floated high under the rising Windmoon’s greenish glow. The blueness of the heavens had long since given way to the darkness marking the limits of Brimir’s atmosphere. Built from dark grey stone and metal on an island of blackened manalith, the fortress was a frightening sight: a massive structure of steely barbed walls, mutilated gargoyle statues, and clustered buildings dominated by a massive clock tower that touched the very edge of the Sanctuary’s barrier. Simon could taste the miasma in the air as he flew his dracozombie over the stony staircase leading to its towering front door.

“It is a wicked place,” Simon informed Anaximander, Belzemine, and Queen Zeal, who had all accompanied him on this journey; with the first two riding at his back. It felt so strangely good to no longer have to hide his Overlord armor. He had almost missed it.

“Our kind never ventures so close,” Queen Zeal admitted. While she had served as their guide through the celestial stairway, she had been constantly on edge since they approached its upper islands. “The creatures here are not edible, and cruel.”

“The demon’s seal is located in the inner keep past the clock tower, so we could avoid most of the opposition inside by flying straight to it,” Anaximander warned him during their approach. “However, is this truly necessary? The seal should hold until Abraxas’ return.”

“I would rather secure the site early,” Simon insisted. While he was mostly sure his actions would prevent Casval or the Cobweb from getting anywhere near this place, he couldn’t entirely dismiss the possibility. “I was able to claim a similar Dungeon in the past, so I should be able to assimilate this one too. This should give me control over its occupants, let me reshape its layout, and transform this place into a training arena for our champions rather than a meat grinder.”

Moreover, Anaximander had told him observing the edge of space would help with his astromancy lessons, and since the Forbidden Keep was located at the barrier’s thinnest edge, it would let Simon reestablish communication with Shabram without returning to the surface. 

Simon’s dracozombie quickly flew over the clock tower and sighted an inner keep linked to it by a metal bridge. A sound began to echo in his mind as they approached it; a droning noise, half a scream and half a dreadful symphony carried by miasma itself. Merely hearing it inside his skull gave Simon a slight headache. 

Is Nodens singing to himself? Simon wondered. He recognized the demon’s voice from his encounter with Casval in Cocagne, yet he sensed no attempt at communication. The demon appeared engrossed in rehearsing some sort of symphony. Could he be trying to break the seal from within like Exodeos? 

An infernal hiss and the rattling of chains in the void interrupted his thoughts. 

A massive form the size of his dracozombie appeared from the back of the clock tower like a bird leaving its nest, wriggling and screeching at the intruders. The creature was one of the foulest Simon had ever seen, a pallid, four-legged fiend of bones and ragged flesh draped in chains, hooks, and spikes. Its form reminded Simon of a wingless dragon, except its sinuous neck ended in a lamprey-like maw of fangs devoid of eyes. A secondary mouth opened up within its torso, its black tongue slithering between spear-like teeth, and the barbed tail snapped like a whip. 

Simon immediately recognized the creature as a racker, a vile major demon of pain whose power neared that of a level fifty-plus Class user. It was a dangerous enemy and way beyond the power of anyone in the Sanctuary save Vayan, and probably only kept in check by its reliance on miasma. 

Queen Zeal hissed and unrolled her whip. “We must retreat!”

“I recognize this guardian,” Anaximander said with unease, “Lady Alcyone repelled it during our last visit. It is quite dangerous.”

“To you, maybe,” Simon replied. This would be an excellent occasion to test out his new mount’s prowess in battle. “I’ll deal with it. The rest of you, secure the keep and the crystal.” 

Simon had his dracozombie hover over the bridge so his allies could jump down. Belzemine put on her Healer outfit and Anaximander activated his new Scholar one, then moved into the inner keep alongside Zeal while Simon flew back to confront the Racker. The creature crawled down the clock tower’s surface like a lizard. 

“Submit to me or be destroyed!” Simon warned the creature. 

The monster answered him with a soul-screeching wail of pure pain and agony, filled with the voice of hundreds of tortured victims. 


Terror negated by Indomitable Crown! 



“Suit yourself,” Simon replied as he mentally ordered his dracozombie to fire at the beast with its wretched breath. His dragon unleashed a putrid stream of smoke at the Racker that melted stone and rotted glass on contact. 

The racker quickly climbed down the building with unnatural speed belying its immense size, then counterattacked by opening its main maw. Fiery chains erupted from its gullet like a flurry of tongues, each half a hundred feet in length. Simon’s dracozombie deftly avoided them by circling the tower, but the projectiles bent corners as if animated by a will of their own. One caught the undead dragon’s leg, barbed spikes erupting into its diseased flesh. Simon immediately detected magic coursing through his mount and him, trying to mark him as prey unable to flee. 


Quarry status negated by Anathemic Secrecy! Anchor status!



“Do you think I’ll run away from you?!” Simon snarled back, his eyes burning with unholy flames. Hellfire Gaze. 

It was Simon’s first time trying out this new Perk, and the results were suitably spectacular. The very flames of Hell burst out of his eyes in two fiery rays that illuminated the shadowy skies and struck the racker, immolating it. The beast screeched in agony as unholy flames consumed its exposed flesh, melting it. 

Unfortunately, the pain demon proved regrettably resistant to mental torture and pulled the chains towards itself. The dracozombie and the racker engaged in a brutal tug-of-war, but while Simon’s new mount was a cut above his phantom steed in terms of power, it didn’t entirely match a living dragon like Casval. The racker pulled the undead close enough to grab it with its fiery hands while its burning body began to melt into its own shadow. 

Simon knew from his diabolism research that this sorcery allowed rackers to drag their prey into their nest to torture them at their leisure. Unwilling to suffer this fate, Simon quickly cast a newly developed spell. 

“Darkmoon Attunement.”

Anaximander had taught Simon quite a few things about astromancy since he arrived at the Sanctuary. As per its name, this branch of magic revolved around exploiting celestial phenomena and objects like the moons, meteors, constellations, planetary alignments, and the sun itself. 

For example, Simon knew that each of Brimir’s four moons—the Windmoon, Firemoon, Earthmoon, and Watermoon—dominated a season’s sky for three months of the year, but according to the elven astrologer, their names were very literal: each moon was connected to the eponymous elemental force and slightly empowered its related magic for a season. The effect was so faint that most sorcerers never noticed, but Astromancers could tap into that power more effectively to strengthen their spells. 

The normal Moon Attunement spell worked by aligning the caster with the season’s dominant moon, but Simon’s miasmic variant of it worked in reverse: it attuned him to all the moons that weren’t visible in the current season.  


Earth, Water, and Fire damage boosted for ten minutes!



He stared at the racker, and it could no longer withstand the fury of his glare. 

His Hellfire Gaze had transformed from mere beams to an ocean of fire that illuminated the darkness and melted the flesh off the racker’s bones, leaving its miasmic spirit naked and shriveling. The dracozombie completed his master’s work by tearing the demon in two with its claws, killing it instantly. 

Learn your place, Simon thought as the monster dissipated into miasma, though it didn’t leave a gem behind from its lack of soul. He would be lying if he said part of him didn’t enjoy a good battle. 

Simon turned his dracozombie around towards the inner keep’s bridge, only to spot Queen Zeal there. The harpy must have witnessed his fight. 

“I told you to help the others,” Simon scolded her as his beast landed. 

“I wanted to see you fight,” Queen Zeal admitted. “That beast sent many of my sisters to a cruel death, and you destroyed it like it was nothing.”

“I told you I could wipe out your entire race if I wanted to.” Simon climbed down from his mount. “You told me your Class is Tamer, if I recall? A Vassal of the Ranger specialized in taming a single creature?”

“I tried to tame that one once,” Queen Zeal admitted gruffly. “I abandoned the idea when it cost too many of my sisters their lives.”

“Well, you may have another opportunity before long,” Simon replied. He stepped towards the inner keep with the queen following after him. 

The mansion inside the larger castle held a single, cathedral-like chamber of towering gear columns surrounding a massive glass and gold coffin carved with ancient runes of power. The Goatfish crystal pulsated inside the device, its miasma and vile energies kept in check by it. Anaximander and Belzemine stood nearby, next to the remains of two iron golems burned and shattered to pieces. 

“How many Scholar levels did you get out of this, Anaximander?” Simon inquired out of curiosity.

“Fifteen,” the mage replied calmly. 

The answer filled Simon with envy and nostalgia. It had been so long since he could gain multiple levels from a single action. Each new level was becoming a greater chore to acquire, especially if he didn’t pursue wholesale slaughter or conquest. 

Would I surrender this Class if I could, Eole? Simon wondered as he summoned his own miasma crystal and placed it in the cathedral, his will extending to overtake the structure like a seed extending its foul roots. I tell myself I would… but part of me knows it’s a lie. 

How could he go back to being weak again after having tasted such power? For all the anguish the Overlord Class put him through, Simon struggled to imagine a new life without it. 


You have claimed the Forbidden Keep as your Dungeon. 



Simon basked in the buffs provided by his new Dungeon, while Anaximander winced a bit. “Your shadow has fallen upon us, Simon,” he muttered. “It is almost fouler than the demon’s own.”

“Everyone inside this keep should realize it has a new master,” Simon explained as he focused his senses. “Most monsters will fall in line, and we’ll slay those that don’t.”

Lord of the Demon Castle’s benefits applied to the Forbidden Keep, so Simon could project his mind through its rooms to observe them. This would let him find places Alcyone had missed and loot the place for any valuable treasures, or a good place to set up a laboratory to pursue experiments the Sanctuary’s inhabitants would object to…

“The barrier has grown thinner,” Belzemine noted. “Your divination spell should work.”

“Star Contact is not a divination spell, Lady Firewand, but an astromancy one,” Anaximander replied. “All divination spells draw their information from the Worldsoul and the Light. Star Contact interrogates the stars for their wisdom.”

And my own miasmic variant of the spell will probably contact the darkness in-between, Simon thought. Anaximander believed it would open communications with some kind of otherworldly cosmic intelligence, but he couldn’t tell which kind or at what cost. 

He would try to contact a more down-to-earth one for now. 

“Shabram?” Simon called out through the brand, “Can you hear me?”

The answer came swiftly. “Your Majesty?” Shabram’s relief was palpable. “I have been trying to contact you for weeks!”

“My apologies. The place I’ve been in blocks all divinations.” Simon wasn’t sure if he had to thank his new Dungeon for strengthening him or the thinning barrier for correcting that problem. “I pray that you handled things well so far.”

“I have done what I can to keep the empire in one piece, in spite of the war.” The lack of ‘civil’ didn’t reassure Simon all that much. “It has been difficult.”

Simon proceeded to grill Shabram on what happened in the three months since he arrived in the Sanctuary. As expected, the Oracle’s bombardment struck Frightwall on the 30th of Nivose, though Shabram ensured casualties were kept to a minimum. Having decided that preserving the empire mattered more than anything, she skillfully blamed both the attack and Balzam’s death on the elven conspiracy by using the captured Malphas as a scapegoat. The High Council thus declared war on Illusea and all of its allies, including Lore. 

However, letting the attack on Frightwall go through had put the empire in a much worse position than in Simon’s previous reign, since it caused Valne and Lore to mobilize earlier rather than be taken by surprise. Louis had been forced to bring his secret airship fleet to the negotiation table with Euphemia and burn Valne’s ports to prevent an early fleet launch, which only helped Voltobauta raise more undead ships to harass Endymion’s coasts—Alcyone apparently having roped him into the White Unicorn conflict. Cocagne had apparently refused to provide any military help to Endymion, though Norbelle and Verdis were still on track to marry, and Vouivre had fomented a rebellion in Scaland after having been expelled from Telluria.

In short, Endymion was both internally unified and at war with the entire world. Simon couldn’t tell whether he should call it a good or bad turn of events. House Magnos had managed to pull through against Vouivre and Lore in his last reign, though they had been in a better starting position. The war was yet too recent for a clear outcome to appear on the horizon. 

A major deviation from previous reigns was the factions’ reaction to the existence of the Zodiac Fiends. Shabram had convinced the High Council to seize and secure demonbarrows like the Darkwood and the Kish Palace, while both the White Unicorn and Remedia had apparently dispatched spies hunting down the Cobweb. As for Mastemo, the White Unicorn had made his ‘possession’ public in an attempt to discredit him, but the empire’s propaganda machine suppressed the information. Both Louis and Euphemia had apparently decided that alienating the High Confessor at this critical moment was simply too much trouble.

“We need Your Majesty’s guidance,” Shabram implored him. “The empire will be bled dry whether we succeed in our wars or not.”

Simon hesitated. Although he had decided to leave the surface to its own devices after sharing what he knew with individuals he deemed most wise, he still felt a responsibility to his family and Endymion’s citizens. Knowing that Lauriane, Anna, and many others were safe so far assuaged him, but he kept wondering if things would have truly been better with him in charge. 

“I cannot return yet, Shabram. There is still something I must finish here, and a threat I have to take out.” Besides the fact Simon wished to protect the Sanctuary’s people without inviting nations to pillage or enslave them, taking care of the Goatfish would also spare Endymion much destruction in the future. “Nonetheless, I believe you have done very well. You were most worthy of the knowledge I entrusted you with.” 

“Your Majesty flatters me, but knowledge is often wasted when coming from a shifter spy’s lips,” Shabram replied. “I fear I may have only delayed our empire’s collapse, not halted it.”

Simon scowled. “You think we’ll lose the war?”

“Does it matter, when the victors are certain to turn on each other?” He could almost hear her sigh on her end of the telepathic call. “Please return soon, Your Majesty.”

Simon cut the communication off with a brief pang of guilt and then turned his telepathic attention to the Forbidden Keep. The fact that the various factions were going after the Zodiac Fiends was both troubling and perhaps a blessing in disguise. Having the Noble Class users take out those demons early might prevent civilization’s collapse. 

Let us see how the world handles this threat without me, Simon thought while he completed Alcyone’s map of the Forbidden Keep. It shouldn’t be up to the Overlord of all people to save the world. Surely someone will step up.

Like Bert’s house, the Forbidden Keep place was closer to a giant mechanical contraption than a castle, with gears and pipes hidden in every wall. It almost reminded him of the inside of a steam pipe organ or a body the size of an estate. 

“Alright, I will rearrange the layout so we can destroy our most problematic troublemakers one after another,” Simon informed his allies as he reshaped his new base with a wave of his hand. “Are you up for a hunt, Your Majesty?”



What followed was a gruesome extermination of the Forbidden Keep’s most undesirable population. 

While most local monsters submitted to Simon without issues, one kind proved the exception: the demons of pain and suffering born of Nodens’ miasma and malice. Those were either too devoted to their creator to accept another master or too vicious to behave. They had to be purged. 

After trusting Belzemine and Anaximander with cleaning out a wing of the castle, Simon took Zeal on a grinding expedition, which mostly involved him demolishing their foes and then letting Zeal inflict the coup de grace so she could receive the experience. In many ways, it wasn’t so different from the way Simon had earned his first levels by executing prisoners, with one major difference: since he had to incapacitate the enemy in the first place, he continued to receive a portion of the exp. 

And eventually, massacring dozens of dangerous demons yielded a bitter fruit. 


Level 65 Overlord Perk: Devil Brand VII (Active): You can forcefully mark anyone you deem inferior to you with the cruel Brand of Pride. Applying the Brand of Pride requires physical contact and a contest of will; if you win it, you enslave the target by marking them; if you lose, you suffer a terrible psychic backlash. Individuals marked by the Brand of Pride cannot harm you unless you order them to, and cannot disobey your orders. 



It’s the same Devil Brand Mardok and his successors had placed on Belzemine, Simon thought grimly once the rush of the new level-up faded. And the most cruel of them all. 

On one hand, the Brand of Pride was the only one he could forcefully apply rather than requiring consent, which meant he could enslave enemies by force rather than trickery; on the other hand, it was also the only one with a risk of backfiring on him. Would the backlash kill him on the spot, or would it simply damage him? 

What disturbed Simon the most was that there were no positive aspects whatsoever for the wearer, unlike the other Brands. This was the ultimate slave tattoo, domination embodied into a Perk. It would horrify Eole. 

“So many torture chambers…” Simon complained as they advanced. They hardly found a single room without a horrific device of some sort. “This had to be Nodens’ own fortress once.”

“It is said that Nodens the Wicked delighted in inventing new torments, whether they were machines or spells,” Queen Zeal replied. “He shared his inventions like gifts to evil men, teaching them vile secrets for the mere promise that they would put them to use.” 

“How generous of him,” Simon replied dryly. “Our final target should be in the treasure room, right after this stairway.”

The harpy walked after him into the keep’s depths, runes and lines shining with power filling the pathway with otherworldly red light. They descended into a deep vault plated in sheets of copper carved with hideous and horrifying scenes of the ghastliest torture. Various treasures lay inside glass containers kept within the hands of mutilated statues of shifters missing eyes, fingers, noses, and more. A racker rested in the center, before rising and hissing upon detecting the intruders, its chains rattling on the ground. 

“You can tame a single creature by force, no?” an unintimidated Simon asked Zeal.

“If it is of a lower level than me,” the harpy queen replied, her talons gripping her whip. “Otherwise, it must accept to serve.”

“It will.” Simon activated his Devil’s Arm spell without warning, extending his limb and grabbing the racker by the throat. “Devil Brand.”

He flayed the demon’s spirit.

There was no other way to describe the sinister psychic battle that uttering those words initiated. Simon’s soul connected with the racker the same way his other brands bound him to willing retainers, but there was no subtlety in this; only a brutal and unexpected assault of the will. The shadow of his purpose waded past the miasmic flesh and seized the spirit of his victim, violating its essence. 

It fought back, of course. The black shriveled thing that served as the demon’s ‘soul’ wriggled and scratched and hissed, like an animal pinned down by a predator. There was no words exchanged, their blows traded in disdain, hatred, aggression, pain, and fury; their existence was reduced to its basest form, of one will assaulting another. 

The racker was well-versed in agony, in torture and anguish, but Simon was fresh off destroying one of its kindred. His contempt fell upon the demon’s will like a falling hill and crushed it under the weight of his smugness, of the certitude born of unshakable confidence. He smothered the racker’s will and crushed it within his hands until it became an extension of his own ego, the rush of his triumph coursing through his soul. 

The contest of wills lasted less than a handful of seconds, and the proof of the racker’s defeat became physically manifest in the markings on its body. Simon gasped with pleasure heightened by the demon’s whine of surrender. A sensation of victorious bliss traveled down his spine, as addictive and intoxicating as a new level-up.

“You are now an instrument of my will,” Simon declared. “Kneel.”

The brand glowed and compelled the demon to submit in abject surrender, its free will replaced with the Overlord’s law. The pleasure of this triumph reminded Simon of the day he had set the Attic ablaze. 

I had missed this, Simon thought with glee, only for doubt to creep in. The rush faded away, and he returned to reality. Did I? 

“You shall serve my companion here as a trained beast,” he ordered his new slave without even sparing it a glance. “You are to obey her every order.”

He could feel the demon’s hatred through the brand, though it was drowned in those two bottomless wells men called fear and shame. Simon ignored it and focused on the treasures in the room. Most of the artifacts kept in glass were various mechanical contraptions, from spheres of folded metals to wayfinders and hourglasses filled with pale blue mist. One of the objects that caught Simon’s attention the most was a large, gold-bound grimoire of beaten copper pages. It reeked of miasma the same way Lorimor’s treatise on fear had, and Simon could feel it calling to him.

‘The Scream of the Soul,’ Simon read the title written in abyssal runes as he seized it and flipped through its pages. They consisted of highly and horrifically detailed drawings of human and animal brains, followed by observations on the impact of music on pain receptors. Did Nodens write this?

“Overlord Simon,” Queen Zeal said, her eyes peering at Simon’s back. 

“Yes?” Simon replied absentmindedly as he kept reading. 

“Put an egg in me.”

Simon remained still a second as he wondered if he had heard right, then peeked over his shoulder at her. “What did you just say to me?”

“Put an egg in my womb,” Queen Zeal replied with no subtlety, no shame, and no hesitation. “I can birth a powerful daughter worthy of you. Many of my sisters are fertile too, and will welcome your seed.”

What the—what kind of demand was that?! Did harpies know nothing of foreplay?! Where was the romance?!

“Where is that coming from?” Simon asked, more taken by surprise than anything. Did Unquestionable Ruler brainwash her or something?  

“You are a powerful prophet capable of enslaving the very gods to your will,” Queen Zeal replied bluntly. “Your blood will strengthen my tribe, and your daughters will rule the sky.” 

“Do you want to rule the skies?” Simon closed the book. “You didn’t want to enslave a demon for mere status.”

She didn’t deny it. “The Sky-Father forbade us from killing the intruders in our territory, yet he was too weak to protect us.”

“So were you,” Simon replied bluntly. 

“Yes. I see that now.” Queen Zeal scowled in frustration. “Which is why we must become stronger, so we can take care of our problems and protect our lands ourselves. Relying on others to defend us is a weakness.”

“Then why do you beg for my power?”

Queen Zeal grunted. “Once it passes on to our daughters, your power will be our power.”

Simon squinted at her. “So it’s not just Crestones you seek.”

“It is a sliver of your true strength.” Her stare reminded Simon of an eagle. “You could give us more, like the power the Sky-Father is afraid of. Dark magic the others are too weak to seize. The strength we need to destroy the fiend.”

“What do you know of strength and weakness, you who beg for my gifts without offering anything in return?” As Simon suspected, she had the shortsighted ambition and foolish boldness of an untrained leader. “What do you have to offer me besides your flesh?”

Zeal let out a small grunt. “We have a god of our own. An eidolon who is not scared of power.”

“You would have me betray Vayan’s and Junon’s trust, after they freely welcomed me?”

“It is no betrayal. The Sanctuary will be better protected.” Zeal straightened up. “I wish the Sky-Father and Junon well, but any advantage we do not seize is a weakness outsiders will exploit. Their hesitation endangers us all.” 

Simon struggled to hold his tongue. The more he listened, the more convinced he became that this fool would do something stupid if he denied her. Zeal would grasp at power she wasn’t ready to seize or make a foolish mistake. She chafed too much at her fellow islanders’ inactivity to stay idle forever. He needed her on a tight leash for the sake of everyone in the Sanctuary, her own included. 

Why are there always people like her, or Louis, or Verney, causing friction and strife when the greater good calls for unity? Simon wondered. Misplaced egos are a festering disease.

Should he tell the others? It would likely cause a conflict when what the Sanctuary needed most was unity. 

There was, however, a very simple way to kill such foolish plots in the cradle. 

“Kneel,” Simon said.

The harpy queen’s expression turned into a snarl of fury. “I ref–”

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

Zeal tensed like a bowstring, fear overwhelming her pride.

“I’m through with schemers and traitors,” Simon said as he caused the racker’s brand to go invisible. “If you wish to leave the paradise you have been living in, where your voice is held as equal to others in mutual respect, then you will enter a world where the weak are the vassals of the strong. Make peace with this fact.”

“I offer–”

“Nothing that I cannot take. If this is the world you want to live in, then kneel, and I will bestow power onto you as my vassal. If you would rather retain your pride and the freedom to coexist with others…” Simon’s eyes burned with hellfire. “Then learn your place.”

The harpy queen hesitated, but she only had to take a look at the racker to see the fate of those who craved the Overlord’s power. Servitude was their only commodity, and it frightened her.

“I thought so.” Simon opened the book back up and returned to his reading. “Go to the council, swallow your empty pride, and come clean. I won’t ask twice.”

And he didn’t have to.

It was so much easier when people behaved.
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  Astromancy spells tended to be very powerful at the cost of being highly situational.

Anaximander, for example, could fire devastating beams of sunlight deadlier than a Light Manalith-powered Kindling Prayer during the day, but he had to switch to more defensive sorceries at night, like conjuring a magical shield of woven moonlight. Simon guessed this was why this field of magic paired so well with chronomancy. Both relied on timing.

“Do you sense something looking back?” Anaximander asked as he and Simon peered into the night sky from the Forbidden Keep’s roof; he was gazing at the stars, and Simon at the darkness in between. “A presence?”

“I feel… something cold,” Simon admitted. He felt it in his bones, in his mind, a grasping emptiness sucking the very warmth out of his soul. “Nay… a void.”

Star Call was a Tier V astromancy spell that involved calling ‘otherworldly formless intelligences’ to provide single word answers to specific questions. Anaximander himself struggled to explain what those forces were exactly, besides the ‘wisdom of stars’ or ‘radiance that answers,’ which made Simon’s attempts to create a Darkness-aligned miasmic variant difficult.

He had attempted to focus on the void and darkness between stars to achieve the same result, but to no avail so far. The nothingness between the stars wouldn’t react to his inquiries, either because there wasn’t anybody to answer him, or at least willing to answer.

It’s no use. I sense nothing besides a vague, invisible dread. Simon decided to change tactics and turn his gaze on something he could grasp. If I focus on Abraxas… 

He searched the darkness of space for the comet that granted him his powers, and soon a warmth came over him; an impression of having his crystal skin flayed by the distant light of stars, casting off fragments of his body into the void. A force echoed his call, his reflection staring back at its twin.

Simon had wondered if Abraxas was self-aware the same way its fragments were, but the malevolence his mind now touched was more akin to a force of nature than a demon capable of talking back. It was a baleful star irradiating the cosmos with the unlight of malice. The Overlord Archetype was simply evil in its purest form: the instinct to dominate, harm, and destroy.

Could it answer questions?

“What are you?” Simon inquired.

The same answer came from both the distant comet and the Class spirit within him, less a word than an instinct. Overlord.

As Simon suspected, Abraxas and the Overlord’s will within him were one and the same. Either Mardok would suffer no competition from a comet-sized demon, or an archetype was too great and complex to develop a personality beyond its purpose.

“Can you be destroyed?” Simon inquired.

This time, he only received silence; either because his Class refused to answer or didn’t know how to answer with words rather than purpose. Other questions, like how it had been created or where it came from, fell on deaf ears too.

“It’s useless,” Simon informed Anaximander. “My spell touches the black comet, but it does not or will not answer my questions.”

“You are wrong, Simon, it is useful,” Anaximander reassured him. “Connecting with the comet will let us pinpoint its position and then observe it.”

Simon’s eyes widened slightly. “Do you have a telescope capable of observing it?”

“Yes, as soon as it approaches our atmosphere,” Anaximander confirmed. “Otherwise, the Keep’s sarcophagus works by siphoning Nodens’ miasma to prevent it from weakening the seal. We could use some of it to pierce through the veil of darkness.”

Interesting. Mastemo used Exodeos’ crystal to power his telescope, so Simon’s Devil Forgemaster should let him craft a similar device. Draining more of Nodens’ miasma would also weaken him and reduce the spawning rate of dangerous demons.

“I must confess my puzzlement with Abraxas’ movements,” Anaximander said. “You said that it was visible in the sky in your visions?”

“It was,” Simon confirmed. He would never forget that night he and Cassandra gazed at it blazing across the sky in Whispermire, a bright purple mote whose tail set the heavens on fire. “No one could miss it.”

“Interesting.” Anaximander stroked his chin. “I’ve heard from my old mentor that the Oracle herself was one of the first people to look at the comet over eight hundred years ago. The astronomer who would eventually give Abraxas its name had caught it with his telescope, which surprised the Oracle, who never saw it in her visions.”

“Her visions?” Simon frowned. “I thought the Noble Crestones were created after the Zodiac Fiends appeared?”

“The Oracle is a Visionary, as befitting a daughter of the Mana Goddess herself,” Anaximander replied with a smile. “She could see into the future long before she obtained her Crestone.”

“And her Class no doubt sharpened her gifts,” Simon guessed. He wondered if the Oracle had accidentally spawned a Zodiac Fiend when she looked at the comet through a lens, fearing a shadow she could never predict. “What bothers you?”

“The comet was barely noticeable in the sky when it first appeared eight hundred years ago, and while it heralded the coming of the Zodiac Fiends, it didn’t cause a disaster on the scale of the Doom either,” Anaximander said. “It became more visible in the sky during the Doom, but not to the degree you describe in your visions.”

Simon frowned. “It’s getting closer with each revolution?”

“It would seem so, which bothers me. The Second Doom may hit harder than the last due to a greater influx of miasma on Brimir, and so will the Third four hundred and twelve years from now.” Anaximander nodded to himself. “Would you mind reshaping this Keep so I could raise an observatory over the clock tower? Your new spell would let me calculate its trajectory with far greater accuracy.”

“I’ll help for sure,” Simon promised him. This might be his chance to observe the comet and its secrets more closely. “If you don’t mind, I would be interested in learning about interactions between astromancy and chronomancy too.”

“I will gladly share my knowledge with you. Your ability to adapt my spells into miasmic variants helps with my own research into cosmic phenomena.” Anaximander always sounded peaceful and serene, but a hint of excitement always shone through when they discussed the stars and magic. He and Remedia would get along well together. “Speaking of research, did you find anything useful in Nodens’ treasure vault?”

“Sort of.” Simon summoned a handful of objects stored in his Inventory, from the wayfinder to the hourglass and the Scream of the Soul. “From what Agnes and I gathered, this hourglass inflicts a vicious kind of Stasis effect on anyone in the vicinity, freezing their body but not their mind. If fed blood, the wayfinder will track down the person it belongs to, which I assume Nodens used to hunt down its victims. As for the book, I almost threw up halfway through reading it.”

“Nodens was loathsome, even among his vicious kind,” Anaximander commented with contempt. “I shudder to think what would have happened had your ancestor not stopped his ritual.”

“All he does is sing,” Simon replied. The Goatfish appeared supremely uninterested in talking back so far in spite of his attempts to establish contact, which was rather notable considering how the other fiends treated Simon the moment they mistook him for Mardok. “It’s the book that intrigues me the most. It reeks of miasma, yet it’s just a very detailed study on music and noises as a method of psychic torture, as far as I can tell. It doesn’t seem to possess any supernatural properties beyond its ghastly content.”

Anaximander studied it closely. “It is said that the Librarian could summon the soul of a book. Perhaps that is what you sense.”

“A book’s… soul?” Simon’s heartbeat quickened. “You speak of libromancy?”

“I am not familiar with that form of magic, but I do wonder, yes.” Anaximander returned the book to him. “Keep this grimoire with you, Simon. However vile its contents, I have the intuition it holds a truth yet to be revealed.”



Peaceful weeks turned into months as Simon settled into a new routine.

The Contest of Champions concluded in Germinal after a long series of physical tests, drills, and magical aptitude exams mostly inspired by Simon’s own experience in the Templar Order. Since they lacked the time to be too severe with the entry requirements, the selection eventually culminated in a one-on-one tournament, followed by team fights against minor demons summoned by Simon to test each applicant’s capacity to cooperate with others. Twenty candidates were selected in the end: ten elves led by Anaximander, seven harpies led by Zeal herself, and Eole’s family to represent the kish.

The results didn’t surprise Simon all that much. While elves had the benefit of sharpening their skills for centuries and harpies enjoyed hunting experience, decades of peace and pastoral lifestyle didn’t exactly breed warrior seeds among the kish. Lady Junon was still pleased with the results and invited Simon and Belzemine to join the group.

“You will be twenty-two Champions, like the Noble Heroes of old,” she told Simon with a smile. “A lucky number.”

“Am I to fit in for Elios Magnos?” Simon replied to that.

“Who could be worthier?”

If only she understood the irony of an Overlord replacing a lich…

Either way, Simon wasn’t done rearranging the Forbidden Keep into a training ground that wouldn’t kill all their new recruits in the first room, so the new Champions were sent to participate in hunts on the eastern islands or tasked with killing a handful of minor summoned demons. Simon even allowed Eole to slay his dracozombie without a fight, since he could revive it one hour after its death. His friend did gain experience, but only the first time she destroyed it. Simon guessed that Classes would not reward killing the same mindless creature twice.

Still, Eole gained fifteen levels out of the experiment, so it was time well spent.

Otherwise, Simon spent most of spring splitting his time between slowly turning the Forbidden Keep into a training dungeon, trying to perfect his miasma variant of the Recall spell—which proved frustratingly difficult—and hanging out with the Sanctuary’s denizens. Queen Zeal hadn’t dared approach him again, and Simon would eventually learn from Vayan that she did come clean to her allies about her plans.

“She still insists I should form a contract with you,” Vayan told Simon. “She argues we should at least allow you to contract with Culebre, but I do not know if it would be wise.”

“Culebre?” Simon repeated. “Is that the harpies’ eidolon?”

“More like their pet. Culebre is gluttonous and obedient to Queen Zeal.” Vayan grunted. “However, he does have some strength, and he is willing to form a pact for power in spite of my warnings.”

“You don’t risk much if I form a contract with him,” Simon admitted. “I will not channel him unless we have no other choice to defeat Nodens.”

“True… we would need to debate this.” Vayan studied Simon. “I wonder what would happen if you were to contract one of the Five Sovereigns or the Genie… they might very well become calamities.”

“The genie?” Simon’s head perked up in interest. “I thought they were a legend.”

“Ah, and what are we eidolons but legends given form?” Vayan chuckled. “There is only one genie: a lost eidolon of phenomenal power born of men’s wishes. Their strength invited wars, but they ended up sealed in a container and lost when the mad king Chrom Cruak misused their power. I do not know where they are now.”

But Chrom Cruak might, Simon thought, placing that information in the back of his mind. He had much greater priorities than hunting down a lost eidolon forgotten by time right now. “What do you know of the Five Sovereigns?”

“They are the oldest and most powerful of the eidolons, who have existed since the first human settlements. Azulbolla, the Azure Dragon; Phoenix, the immortal Vermillion Bird; Shura, the White Tiger; Mother Nuwa, the Black Tortoise; and Basileus, King of Eidolons. My power is but a pale imitation of theirs, and I have no doubt they will rise to protect your kind from the Doom as they did in ancient times.”

“Could you tell me where to find them?” Simon inquired. “I know you are wary of my power, but if anybody could help me refine it, it would be the Sovereigns. I’ve only met the Phoenix and Azulbolla so far.”

“I admit that I have not kept in touch with them since the Doom,” Vayan confessed, “However, they are always spread out in a square across the cardinal points to keep the great Basileus at their center.“

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“King Basileus is power incarnate, above good and evil. Not even the Mana Goddess can command him. His might is so great he leaves disasters in his wake, so the other four Sovereigns keep him pacified in an eternal equilibrium.”

“He must be a terrifying sight,” Simon mused, having seen the power the Phoenix and Azulbolla could bring to bear on their own.

“He is.” The respect and awe in Vayan’s voice was palpable. “He takes the shape of a great wingless dragon with golden scales radiating with sunlight. He shakes the earth with every step, and his breath brings blessing and destruction in equal measures.”

Vayan’s brief description of the King of Eidolons convinced him that he had to be the golden creature Norbelle had bound to her service in past reigns… which meant he had to be located in a territory within the Church Party’s reach.

“The Phoenix is the most ill-tempered of the five and likely to reduce you to cinder if you annoy him,” Vayan warned him. “Shura is noble, but only respects strength, and Azulbolla is as aloof and distant as ancient trees. Mother Nuwa is the kindest and the most likely to help you.”

“And Basileus?”

“I doubt he will deign to grant you an audience unless you have formed at least one pact with the others.”

Was that why Balzam pushed for Norbelle to form contracts with Azulbolla and then the Phoenix? To ensure she could then approach the King of Eidolons? The mere fact that his sister managed to contract Basileus meant he wasn’t that unapproachable.

Otherwise, Simon mostly spent the months practicing astromancy and performances with Eole, to the point she was spending more time at his house than with her family. They managed to rope Belzemine into their band, and she proved to be a talented flute player. She didn’t crack a smile—she wasn’t there yet—but Simon could tell she was slowly starting to enjoy herself. The Sanctuary’s peaceful atmosphere was slowly winning her over.

Or so he thought.



Simon looked at the garden of ash with dismay.

Simon had visited this grove many times since he tasked Belzemine with cultivating it. It had been one of the most splendid places in the entire Sanctuary, which was saying something. A bloom of vivacious and colorful flowers had formed vast circles surrounded by a canopy of trees, their petals blooming in the morning dawn. Belzemine had tended to them with care for months now alongside a handful of Lady Junon’s caretakers.

Only smoldering ashes and memories remained of that garden now. All the flowers had been incinerated in a single blast, and the nearby trees would have suffered the same fate had Carbuncle not intervened to protect them. He was currently patting Belzemine’s back as she cried in the middle of the ring of dust, her tears so numerous that a puddle had formed at her feet.

“Such a loss,” Lady Junon muttered as her hand caressed the ashes with sorrow. “My heart mourns for these flowers…”

“What happened?” Simon asked Lady Junon, though he had an inkling of the situation. He had rushed over as soon as Anaximander came to inform him.

“I… I’m not sure,” Lady Junon admitted. “According to Minthe and Clytemnestre, the three of them were watering the plants when Minthe mentioned her parents were remarrying after two hundred years of separation. Young Agnes… then burned the garden. She has been crying ever since."

That comment must have triggered a bad memory, Simon thought grimly. And she was doing so well.

Simon had only periodically checked on her lately outside of their music sessions with Eole, since she had been improving so much. While she continued to keep to herself, she often struck up polite conversations with the caretakers without external coaxing, and Carbuncle swore he saw her nearly smiling at one point. Even her usual demands for Simon to reapply the brands had grown few and far between in the past few weeks.

So many months of work, and it only took a single misplaced comment to open up her scars again.

“I’ll talk to her,” Simon informed Lady Junon. “I don’t think she’ll confide in anyone else.”

The dryad stared at Belzemine with pity and compassion. “I wish I could heal her wounds with a wave of my hand,” she said, her voice heavy with sorrow. “Her scars run so deep.”

So did Simon. He walked up to Belzemine and Carbuncle, the eidolon taking a moment away from hugs and gentle words of comfort to look at him.

“Can you give us a moment, Carbuncle?” Simon asked softly.

“Are you sure?” Carbuncle hesitated, his eyes full of concern for Belzemine. “She’s… not well.”

“I know, and I’m thankful for your help.” Simon smiled at the eidolon. “It’ll be alright.”

Carbuncle hesitated, but eventually nodded and left. Simon looked at the crying Belzemine kneeling in her own tears, then sat next to her.

“Agnes?” he called to her, and received only sobs for answers. “Belzemine, what’s going on?”

“I can’t… I can’t take this anymore, Your Majesty…” she sobbed, her face buried in her hands. “I can’t…”

“What’s going on?” Simon asked, her hand moving to her shoulder. “Is it something the others said that upset you, or–”

“Please put them back,” she pleaded with him, her hands moving away to grab his own and revealed eyes red with sorrow. “Please put them back!”

“Belzemine, we talked about–”

“Don’t call me that… I’m Agnes… that’s my name…” She gripped his hands so hard she nearly drew blood. “Please… I don’t deserve to be free… to think, to act without your guidance, it’s unbearable…”

“You do deserve to be free,” Simon reassured her. “You deserve so much more than chains, Belzemine.”

“I don’t… I don’t deserve it, Your Majesty…” New tears rained down her cheeks, her voice breaking. “I… I killed them.”

Simon’s blood froze in his veins. “Whom?”

“My parents.” She gulped, her sob agonizing to hear. “I killed my parents.”

By the Light… A wave of horror and pure compassion overtook Simon, as he realized what triggered this episode, and the likely cause of it all. Mardok, you monster…

Simon gathered his breath, then moved to embrace Belzemine into a tight hug. She rushed against him like a child finding comfort in her parents’ arms, her head resting on his chest. He kept her close as she calmed down, stroking her hair and holding her tight.

“Tell me everything,” he asked softly.

“A year after… after Lord Mardok captured us, on my birthday… he brought me to his table, where he was eating a lamb…” Belzemine’s nails sank into Simon’s flesh, her body so weak and frail to his touch. “He said he was in a good mood, so he would… so he would grant me the gift of freedom… if I would do a simple thing…”

Mardok’s words echoed in Simon’s head. “By the way, about what I did to Belzemine… please tell her…”

“He brought my parents nailed to a pyre, gave me a torch… and said I only had to light my cake’s candles.”

“That I would give everything, to do it all over again.”

“I… I couldn’t… my parents begged me to do it, but… I couldn’t…” Belzemine tightened her grip and crouched like a wounded animal. “Lord Mardok lost patience… he said that since I wouldn’t sacrifice my parents to claim my freedom, then I deserved neither, so… so he had me… had me take the torch and…”

She was fourteen when this happened. Fourteen.

“You don’t need to say it…” Simon reassured her, the sympathy he felt for Belzemine being matched only by the sheer hatred he felt towards his monstrous predecessor, who had more than deserved his Bloodthirsty epithet. “Mardok was a monster.”

“He told me… he told me I was an ungrateful daughter for wasting my parents’ sacrifice, so I didn’t deserve the name they gave me. That in truth, I enjoyed being his slave.” Belzemine gulped and sobbed. “Then he finished his lamb, looked at the fire, and… and decided I would be Agnes now… his little firewand.”

I wish I could go back in time and burn him to death, Simon thought with all of his fury and hatred. His disgust at her slave name only grew greater. She is reminded of this hideous crime each time someone utters it.

She was fourteen when this happened. Fourteen.

“Belzemine,” Simon said as he cradled her. “You are guilty of no sin.”

“But I–”

“I am the Overlord. I know my predecessors’ thoughts.” He had heard them from their very mouths. “Mardok lied, that’s what he does. He deceives everyone he comes across, from his victims to his own fellow demons.” Simon gently took her face into his hands and looked into her eyes. “He wouldn’t have let you go even if you had done it out of your own free will. Refusing his order wasn’t a sign of weakness, but love and virtue.”

Belzemine breathed heavily, her mind troubled by centuries of guilt and shame. Mardok had cruelly enslaved her soul with chains thicker than hatred, forged from remorse, sorrow, and pain.

But all chains could be shattered with time.

“You deserve to become the woman your parents wanted you to be,” Simon reassured. “You deserve to be Belzemine.”

“I’m… I’m Firewand…” Belzemine looked down on the ashes at their feet. “Everything I touch burns away…”

“Then let’s replant. We’ll start over, until it sticks.” His forehead met her own, binding his oath. “One day, I’ll find a way to make you happy, Belzemine. I promise you that.”

No matter how many tries it would take.
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  Belzemine began to suffer from nightmares every night.

Simon nearly thought they were under attack the first time it happened. She screamed so loudly into the night, her wail so full of dread, that he rushed into her room to find her crying and scratching at her own cheeks. She had accidentally set her bedside table on fire too, forcing Simon to extinguish the flames with a Hellfrost spell. 

“Belzemine, calm down!” he said, trying to reassure her. “You’re safe! You’re safe!” 

“I burned them…” she replied, weeping. “I burned them all, Your Majesty… all of them…” 

“It was just a nightmare.” Simon embraced Belzemine in a tight hug and gave her a shoulder to cry on. “It’s all in the past…”

“I still hear their screams…” Belzemine lamented, gripping his clothes with all of her strength. “Lord Mardok gave me the Pyromancer Crestone on my eighteenth birthday… that his gift would be levels…” She sobbed. “He had dressed them up like my parents, and said… that I could have resisted if I had the will…”

“He lied,” Simon reassured her. The Brand of Pride allowed no such resistance. “Mardok always lied. You don’t have to carry this guilt.”

Simon let her cry her way to sleep, then moved his own bed next to Belzemine’s to better comfort her should it happen again; and happen again it did. 

Again, and again, and again. 

“I think I opened up a floodgate of some sort,” Simon told Eole when she visited them for breakfast in the morning, which had become something of a usual occurrence. “All of her buried, subconscious trauma is rushing back to the surface.”

Most of the blame could be laid at Mardok’s feet, who had taken malicious pleasure in tormenting Belzemine during the near-century she spent in his clutches. Every nightmare was new, going from gladiatorial executions to forcing her to wall up saints in Frightwall’s corridors. 

Mardok had put Belzemine through such a relentless cavalcade of cruelties that Simon was convinced she must have killed him in a previous reign to invite such obsessive torment. By contrast, Gargauth’s cold-blooded reptilian indifference had almost been a relief. The dragon had no interest in torture and derived no pleasure from harming others, so he had simply treated Belzemine like a tool. She didn’t dream of the dragon that often, and when she did, it mostly revolved around the times he forced her to kill others on his behalf.

Simon’s father, however, had quickly picked up where Mardok had left off. He had raped her at least three times in an attempt to impregnate her with a half-elf heir, before demeaning her for being ‘a barren mule’ after each failure; something which hurt her all the more since she had come to equate her self-worth with her usefulness to the Overlord. He had also forced her to use healing spells to put some of his captured enemies through extreme tortures, twisting her gifts for evil. Holding the power to save lives gave no joy to Belzemine.

“Your predecessors were vile beyond words, Simon,” Eole replied with distaste and concern after he gave her a rundown of their situation, including the source of the Agnes Firewand moniker. “But those nightmares… they’re a good sign, in spite of everything.”

“A good sign?” Simon choked in outrage. “How is remembering her parents’ murder anything other than terrible?!”

“If she’s opening up about her wounds, then they can start healing… I think. I hope.” Eole bit her lip with a scowl, then nodded to herself with newfound resolve. “We can’t let those ghosts win, Simon.”

“A good start would be calling her Belzemine,” Simon suggested. “While using her real name causes her distress, calling her Agnes Firewand constantly reminds her of her parents’ fate.”

“I could help too. The Sky-Father knows I sang my brother to sleep many times.” Eole smiled at him. “You should petition Lady Junon for a new bed.”

Eole moved into their house on a permanent basis to better assist him with Belzemine’s recovery after that discussion, which she usually did by singing to her when her nightmares woke her up. Simon would wake up the next morning to find Eole braiding the elf’s hair. The three of them spent most of the spring together, besides the moments when Simon had to work at the Forbidden Keep. 

It took a few months, but Simon completed transforming the Dungeon into a training camp for the Champions, with rooms dedicated to fighting specific monsters he had enthralled, trap tests, and other similar facilities. Simon hoped to bring most of them over level forty before the Zodiac Parade, with the likes of Tybalt potentially breaking past the level sixty milestone. While nowhere near as powerful as Endymion’s greatest fighters, Simon believed they could create the equivalent of an elite imperial squadron by the time Nodens escaped. He intended to set aside time in the last stretch to forge stronger weapons and armor for everyone as well with Devil Forgemaster. 

Otherwise, he completed turning the uppermost area of the castle into an observatory to help Anaximander track down Abraxas. While Simon quickly realized he wouldn’t be able to recreate something as powerful and advanced as the Lighthouse’s telescope in time for the comet’s arrival, Anaximander was still capable of gathering valuable information from Simon’s attempts at contacting the comet through advanced mathematics that boggled the mind. Their late-night research caught the attention of Eole, who told her brother Ruto, who ended up showing up at the house with a few other curious locals eager to learn more about the stars.

And before they knew it, Simon and Anaximander ended up founding an astronomy club that gathered every Priestday at the observatory.  

“So the blue one is Okolnir,” Ruto noted as he looked through Anaximander’s telescope at the distant planets of their solar system. “The yellow one is Andlang, and the one floating next to our sun is Vigrid.”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. Anaximander had insisted on him remembering their orbits, since planetary positions influenced certain astromancy spells. “Nastrond, the fifth planet in our solar system, is not visible at this time of the year.” 

“They’re all so beautiful, especially Okolnir… like a sapphire in the night.” The Sanctuary’s Speaker pulled back from the telescope with a glint of wonder in his gaze. “Do you think one could fly or teleport all the way there?”

“I cannot say,” Simon admitted. He would have considered such a feat impossible once, but turning back time almost twenty times had opened his mind about the limits of what magic could achieve. “I heard legends that dragons came from the darkness of space, and Abraxas came from outside our solar system.”

“I have heard similar tales from our eidolons, that the first dragon came from the sky and fell at the Mana Goddess’ hand after a terrible battle that sundered the very land,” Ruto muttered to himself as he turned the telescope to the Windmoon fading away into the sky. “I wonder if anyone has ever tried flying to the moons…”

“No airship can rise that high, and teleportation spells don’t reach that far,” Simon replied. The Light knew he struggled with that when it came to his Recall variant… “I’m not sure what we would find there.”

“Some ancient elven archmages once considered teleporting to the moons to plant new manatrees there, but they shelved the project after losing too many assistants to the void of space,” Anaximander said as he walked up to them, a grim scowl on his face. “Can I talk to you in private for a minute, Simon?”

Simon nodded and followed the elf to the edge of the observatory, where the elf gathered his notes and noted his calculations on a blackboard. Simon considered Anaximander something of a friend by now. The elf wasn’t too emotive nor as talkative as Casval, but Simon liked his scholarly curiosity and mellow approach to life. He reminded him of Cassandra in some ways.  

“It is as I hypothesized,” Anaximander admitted upon presenting Simon with his notes. “My research indicates that Abraxas does grow closer to Brimir with each revolution.”

Simon had feared as much. “You think it’ll hit the planet eventually?”

“Not this time,” Anaximander replied, though Simon couldn’t detect any relief in his voice. “Probably not on the Third Doom either, though there’s a chance it will hit one of our moons. However, the impact will be unavoidable on the Fourth Doom eight hundred years from now.”

At least that particular apocalypse would be someone else’s problem. “What’s causing this?” Simon inquired. “Is it the natural result of its orbit or something else?” 

“It’s not natural, no. A force is pulling the comet closer to us, and I have a theory on what.” Anaximander stroked his chin. “If your visions are correct and the Zodiac Fiends were born of people’s fears when they looked up to the comet, then it may respond to terror the same way demons lust for our emotions.” 

“So the more people fear Abraxas while it flies above our heads, the closer it gets to Brimir?” Simon guessed, his arms crossing as he pondered this information. The comet was circling the planet like a shark closing in on its prey. “Our dread serves as a magnet.”

“And since it becomes more visible in the sky with each revolution, the pull increases in intensity over time.” Anaximander reviewed his calculations with a scowl. “It is a truly fearful discovery. Four to eight hundred years is a very short amount of time to find a solution.”

Simon sometimes forgot Anaximander was a centuries-old elf, to whom years were hardly different than days. 

“Do you think Illusea’s astronomers could reach the same conclusion we did?” Simon inquired. 

“I would be surprised if they weren’t aware of it already,” Anaximander replied. “They have access to better tools and spells than we do. It wouldn’t be difficult for the Oracle to learn what we did during this revolution either, if she doesn’t know already.”

Simon nodded. His gut told him that stopping this prophesied impact was connected to whatever the Mana Goddess was stockpiling power for. Perhaps she intended to deviate or outright destroy Abraxas during its upcoming visit before it could return for another round. 

How would it affect his Class then? Could it end the cycle of Overlords or cancel out the reigns? Or had Mardok somehow anticipated this? Simon guessed he would find out soon enough, should he survive the Zodiac Parade.

The comet was only a handful of months away now.



Simon gave up on perfecting his miasmic variant of Recall by the time spring came to an end. 

It wasn’t that the spell he came up with, Soul Calling, didn’t work. It successfully targeted the soul of any creature he had bound with his Devil Brand and summoned them to his side, at least when outside the Sanctuary’s barrier. 

The issue was that it didn’t bring their body along for the ride. 

It was basically no different than Demonbinding when Simon turned the spell on demons, since they were spiritual beings at their core, but other monster test subjects had their souls ripped out of their flesh and manifested into screaming slave ghosts. Simon guessed he could use the spell to raise undead minions to defend himself at the very least… 

Otherwise, while he was steadily learning performance and astromancy fundamentals with Eole and Anaximander respectively, Simon had encountered a new wall when it came to another field of magic.

“Come on, focus and repeat after me!” Carbuncle encouraged Simon with growing impatience. The tiny islet they were on was barely large enough to house a pond and a handful of trees, with Sky-Father Vayan and Ruto resting under the shade. “Shine on us, Gemfinder’s Glow!” 

“Shine on us, Gemfinder’s Glow!” Simon repeated as he cast the Prayer spell. Although he was using Anathemic Secrecy without his Overlord outfit on and the eidolon supposed to fuel his magic was literally right in front of him, no mana poured out of their connection. “Damn it, still nothing!”

“I’m sorry, Simon, but you suck at this,” Carbuncle complained. “And that’s saying something since we’ve formed a contract already! Praying to me should be an afterthought!”

“This Dark Eidolon Pact may not work like a standard contract,” Ruto suggested. “It mustn’t create the correct connection.”

Simon grunted in annoyance. All his attempts at channeling Prayers from Carbuncle, Vayan, and even the Mana Goddess that Belzemine received most of her blessings from had ended in abject failures. Only the Light Megalith appeared willing to answer his calls. 

“Simon simply lacks faith,” Vayan commented. “Faith is the bridge that links an eidolon and its followers. No sorcery can fake it.”

“I have no faith in the Light Megalith, and yet it blesses me still,” Simon pointed out. Belzemine had recently taught him a Tier VI Prayer called Clear Eye that allowed him to see through Tier V illusions and below, which he could cast without issue. 

“I admit I do not understand how that Megalith functions. None of us eidolons can answer a prayer without the bridge of faith.” Vayan squinted at Simon, a thoughtful look in his avian eyes. “Are you certain it is this Light Megalith that answers your prayers?” 

Simon squinted in surprise. “What are you implying, Sky-Father?”

“You told me that your Prayer spells were directly linked to your ability to cast miasmic spells, which no entity of the Light should grant,” Vayan replied. “I am beginning to wonder if the force answering your Prayers might be aligned with the Dark instead.”

“Are you suggesting that the Light Megalith might be corrupted by the Dark?” Simon asked in disbelief. “Surely someone would have noticed!”

“I find it more likely that an entity aligned with the Dark somehow fulfills some of the Prayers addressed to the Megalith for its own nebulous purposes.” Vayan scratched his wing. “This remains a mere hypothesis. I am sure of nothing when it comes to you, Simon.”

“Except that he should worship me better,” Carbuncle declared. “You should give me more treats! Put delicious fruits on my altar in the morning, midday, and evening!” 

“I’ll do my best, Lord Carbuncle,” Simon replied politely while pondering Vayan’s words. 

Perhaps Simon was indeed approaching the problem wrong. Maybe there was something wrong with that Light Megalith rather than himself, or a demon mimicked it to answer his calls… but why? What force could hijack Prayers to another divine entity entirely?

“I should probably look into it,” Simon decided. “The next time I contact my spymaster–”

“You will do no such thing!” Carbuncle cut in. “My first commandment as your god will be to rest at least one day a week! To work tomorrow will be a sin!”

“You are overworking yourself, Simon,” Ruto said with a laugh. “My sister complains that we push all our work on you, even though you are our guest. You should take time for yourself.”

“I agree,” Vayan said. “Our home is most beautiful in the summer. You would miss out on much holed up in that dreary, cursed keep.”

“We don’t have time,” Simon argued. “The comet will arrive in months!”

“You will perform better once you have rested, young Simon. Giving yourself time to think is an investment in yourself.” Vayan leaned towards Simon. “Or are you using work as an excuse so you do not have to think?”

Simon bit his tongue. Was he? He had indeed come to the Sanctuary to rest, but dove into work rather than take time to consider his future… “I don’t know.”

“Then I invite you to change that, or you will never learn to appreciate what you are fighting for.” Vayan looked up to the sky and rose to his talons. “They are here, at last.”

Simon straightened up as a group of flyers approached the floating islet. A squad of harpies led by Queen Zeal escorted, or rather carried, an enormous beast by dragging it through the air with chains. The creature took the shape of an enormous, spiral-shaped golden snail’s shell the size of a cart, with the head of an ugly, greenish, serpentine creature with an eel-like face. While it exuded mana like Carbuncle and Vayan, the fact that Queen Zeal held its neck with a collared leash didn’t speak well of its power. 


Culebre, Shell of Abundance

Level 37 Eidolon of Snails, Harpies, Abundance, and Indolence. 

Slime/Reptile



Simon was less than impressed as Queen Zeal’s harpies dropped the creature into the pond, causing it to float to the surface with its head and the top of its shell sticking out of the water. He only had to take a look at the vacuous look in the eidolon’s eyes to tell this one was on the dimmer side…

“As promised, I bring you a god unafraid of your blessing, Overlord Simon,” Queen Zeal declared, with Carbuncle hiding behind Simon when she turned her sharp gaze at the eidolons present. “It was about time you saw wisdom, Sky-Father.”

“We have only agreed on a test, Zeal,” Vayan replied sternly. While he and the other Sanctuary leaders had relented since Culebre was willing to form a Dark Eidolon Pact, he insisted they test out the summoning on a deserted islet to avoid any issues. “Do not make me regret this decision.”

“Are you afraid our god’s power will come to exceed yours?” Queen Zeal replied with a snort. “Culebre does what he must to defend our home. You should follow his example.”

“Why snails?” Simon whispered to Ruto while Zeal and Vayan exchanged glares. “Who would worship them in a flying archipelago?”

Ruto looked at him as if he had said something utterly stupid. “Snails are a rare delicacy, Simon,” he replied with a straight face, “They are considered the height of culinary delights, and the dye they produce is used by all clothmakers across the Sanctuary.”

Simon guessed there had to be a god for everything. Either way, he gathered his breath, put on his Overlord armor, and faced Culebre. “Are you ready to form a pact with me, Lord Eidolon?”

“Yes, Master,” Culebre replied obediently. 

Well, forming this particular contract was easy. It didn’t take Simon long for him to consent to a System notification and receive a new one. 


The Abyss bore witness to your Pact, which no power in the planes may break. 

You have formed a Dark Eidolon Pact with Culebre, the Chainpiper. 

You can now summon Culebre, the Chainpiper, to help you in battle and channel its Auspice. 



So far so good, Simon thought right before he uttered the summoning chant rising from the depths of his soul and which filled him with a rush of experience. “When silence offers no respite, death’s trumpets shall herald your end! Sing my praise, Culebre Chainpiper!”

Culebre materialized out of the pond in front of Simon, and his shell immediately shattered in a wave of darkness far more potent than the one Carbuncle produced during his transformation. Queen Zeal and the harpies protected themself with their wings, while Carbuncle and Ruto hid behind a slightly perturbed Vayan. 

Simon watched as his new Dark Eidolon underwent another drastic transformation, with Culebre’s serpentine form rising above the water and coiling in the shape of a crescent moon. Its scales darkened into a sinister dark red before strings surged from them to connect the upper and bottom parts of the body like a harp. The tail transformed into a mix of a trumpet and a pipe instrument, while two black, feathered wings emerged from his body. The creature immediately began to play a sinister, vain melody that reminded Simon of his ‘Your Lord Knows Best’ performance. 


Culebre, the Chainpiper

Level 59 Eidolon of Cacophony, Harpies, Rewards, and Obedience

Artificial/Reptile




Auspice: Voice of the Damned: Greatly strengthens the range and power of your voice and sound-based abilities.



As with Carbuncle, it seemed Simon would enjoy Culebre’s auspice so long as he remained summoned in his Dark Eidolon form. The benefits were situational, but it should combine well with his Performances. 

“Praise the master!” the creature sang to the tune of its wicked song. “Praise the Lord of Dark, ruler of the world!”

Simon rolled his eyes at his sycophancy… only for his lips to purse into a scowl when others followed his suggestion. 

“Glory to Overlord Simon!” The harpies and Ruto all sang as one chorus, none of their voices louder than Queen Zeal’s own. Their eyes were vacuous and empty, devoid of anything resembling will and personality. “Praise the Lord of Dark, master of all!”

“What the…” A worried Carbuncle leaped on Ruto’s shoulder and tried to shake him awake. “Ruto? Ruto, can you hear me?” He resorted to lightly pinching the kish on the cheek, to no avail. “What’s happening to them?”

“This wicked beast’s foul song put them under a Charm effect,” Vayan muttered with distaste, glaring at Culebre. “This brings me back to the worst days of the Kish Empire… is the Abyss mocking our sins?”

“The Lord of Dark can do no sin!” the transformed Culebre snapped back, his words echoing with fanaticism rivaling Mastemo’s own unshakable faith. “His decisions are correct by virtue of his dark divinity! Glory to him!”

“Glory to the Lord of Dark!” his brainwashed chorus answered.

Simon scowled in distaste. This magic-compelled adoration felt even worse than the servility forced by slave brands or the kish songs, since it reshaped the victim’s will. 

“I will cancel the summoning immediately,” he said as he prepared to dismiss Culebre.  

“Not yet.” Vayan turned his head to Carbuncle. “Did this cancel your own Pact?”

Carbuncle shook his head. “I can still feel it.”

“Then it pains me to ask you this, but would you allow Simon to try and summon you again?” Vayan focused on Simon next. “We must check if our prophet suffers from the same limit as his predecessors.”

Carbuncle scowled and hesitated a moment, before reluctantly nodding. “Okay… but just one second!” 

“I’ll be brief,” Simon promised as he uttered another summoning chant, his voice boosted by Culebre’s auspice until it reached across the heavens. “When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self! Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

His words boomed with wasted power.

Nothing happened. Culebre continued to sing his master’s praise, and Carbuncle didn’t move an inch. Simon could feel the latter’s Pact remained active, yet its power remained out of his grasp. 

“I can’t,” Simon admitted. “I can’t invoke the Pact.”

“As expected, a Visionary can only channel a single eidolon at once,” Vayan noted. “Your abyssal powers do not exempt you from this limit. You will need to dismiss your current Dark Eidolon before you may call on another.”

Unless I obtain the Summoner’s powers, Simon thought. Perhaps he ought to consume Norbelle’s Crestone in the near future… “Return to the light, Culebre.”

The Dark Eidolon’s wicked form returned to the darkness from which it came, leaving his previous self to reappear. The mental fog keeping the harpies and Ruto under his thrall dissipated in an instant, letting them return to reality. 

“Are you alright?” Carbuncle immediately asked them with concern. 

“It was… dreadful.” Ruto lamented as he massaged his temples. “Was that how the shifters felt when they heard our songs?” 

“Culebre loved that!” the eidolon replied with enthusiasm. Unlike Carbuncle, who had been traumatized by the experience, losing his free will for the sake of power didn’t bother the snail in the slightest. “Culebre became something new, something stronger!”

“So were we…” Queen Zeal said, biting her tongue. “I felt new strength surging within us.”

“Culebre’s song granted you a buff while you were under his control, perhaps as a reflection of his ‘reward’ corrupted purview,” Vayan replied warily. “Even you must understand such strength isn’t worth its cost.”

Queen Zeal held the Sky-Father’s gaze with a scowl. “And what should we do, should our own strength be found lacking?” 

“What we must.” Vayan glanced at Simon with clear reluctance. “Our duty.”

  

    
        Chapter 163: The Sanctuary in the Sky (12)

    
    
    
    
  “–so Vouivre’s supporters were kicked out of Telluria?” Simon’s hands sank into his iron throne’s armrests in the depths of the Forbidden Keep’s cathedral. “And the Necromancer’s fleet was repelled?”

“Voltobauta himself escaped, but Valne’s forces were almost entirely crushed,” Shabram confirmed. “Princess Lauriane used the miasma crystals we confiscated in Bujan, Magvolia, and Telluria to fuel the creation of new warbeasts that devastated the Valnean League’s military forces. It is only a matter of time before we retake Scaland and push into Lore.”

Simon was now certain beyond the shadow of a doubt that Vouivre’s bid for the Crimson Throne was doomed the moment House Magnos decided to unify against its common enemies rather than fall into civil war. Though she still might have been able to salvage the situation had Simon not shared the demonbarrows’ locations with Shabram.

It didn’t surprise him that Lauriane would find uses for the Zodiac crystals. The Alchemist could create wonders just like the Crafter, and Simon’s Devil Forgemaster Perk let him use miasma to create devastating weapons or automatons. Endymion’s forces and advanced facilities could churn out more of those than he could produce on his own.

The War Party benefits the most from this, Simon thought. Endymion will survive, but at the cost of Louis taking the throne… no doubt as Shabram planned. Euphemia will be backed into a corner soon. 

“What about Fablan’s demonbarrow?” Simon inquired. “Did you find anything in the Royal Mausoleum?”

“We confirmed that a miasma crystal was sealed there, but stolen by intruders before we could force our way in.”

“The Cobweb’s doing,” Simon guessed. Their plan to put one of their agents in the Monk’s inner circle after slaying his apprentices must have succeeded and granted them access to the mausoleum. “Still nothing on that front?”

“The organization has unfortunately proved to be excellent at tying up loose ends and covering its tracks. My spies in Lore also indicate Count Verney has vanished.” Which at least suggested that Alphonse’s group had investigated him. “I suspect they had a hand in the failed Goetia Research Facility break-in last month, but nothing conclusive.”

“Those cowards must have fled to Lore and Muse.” The bulk of the Bert Trading Company operated in those regions. “At least the war seems to be going well so far.”

“So far,” Shabram repeated with pessimism. “Prince Louis is on the ascendancy. I fear Empress Euphemia will either strike soon to prevent him from gathering too many military assets, or that she won’t to avoid a defeat and let him drag the empire into one unsustainable conflict after another. Lord Maublanc spent the last council meeting arguing that our current advance into the western continent is unsustainable, and will drag both Muse and Illusea into the war.”

“He’s probably right, but he’s preaching to the wrong crowd,” Simon commented. “Louis only cares about levels, not territory.”

“I am starting to believe he would rather rule a battlefield than an empire,” Shabram admitted with a mental sigh. “I pray Princess Lauriane and Prince Dassein will help him see reason, or that Your Majesty will reconsider their stance and return.”

Simon considered her plea. It had been half a year since he moved to the Sanctuary after sharing information about the Zodiac Fiends with the world’s major factions, and they had proved more interested in weaponizing those baleful demons and continuing their petty feuds rather than dealing with the upcoming threat. Louis’ wars would soon engulf nations that had so far avoided a direct confrontation with Endymion like Muse and Illusea, truly turning the entire world into a battlefield. Sensible heads failed to prevail.

Simon had considered strife an inevitability of human nature, but seeing the Sanctuary with his very own eyes had made him reconsider. A certain question had been nagging him for some time now…

“How would you make our empire a sanctuary, Shabram?” Simon asked.

“A… sanctuary, Your Majesty?”

“Imagine a land free of conflict, where there are no slaves nor nobles, and where every man eats his fill. A country whose citizens can live in peace and contentment.” Simon clasped his hands. “How would you turn our empire into this?”

Shabram remained silent for a moment, either because she was genuinely considering his question or trying to find a way to tell him nicely that such a thing was impossible. Simon didn’t expect a correct answer, having failed to come up with one himself so far. He was just interested in hearing her approach to the problem.

“I would eliminate anyone who doesn’t fit Your Majesty’s chosen mold,” Shabram replied bluntly, before outlining her plan. “Strengthen imperial intelligence to better isolate and reeducate dissidents before they become a problem, restrict the spread of disruptive ideas through careful censorship and public education programs, and either ensure peace with our neighbors or their subjugation to ensure they do not finance subversive elements.”

In short, she suggested doubling down on imperial oppression and oversight. “You wouldn’t let our people have ideas?”

“Ideas can be more dangerous than weapons, Your Majesty, since the former lead citizens to take up the latter,” Shabram replied. “Creating the heaven you seek within a lifetime would require extreme measures. The truth is that many powerful parties in our empire profit from our wars and inequalities. They will mistake expanding the rights of others as an attack on their own, and react with force.”

“Yes, I assume they would.”

“Moreover, ensuring the economic well-being of all of Your Majesty’s subjects without leading to social stratification would necessitate extremely advanced logistics and a bureaucratic state even more extensive than our empire’s current configuration. This would require purges and aggressive reforms.” Shabram marked a short pause. “I would leave Your Majesty to assess whether the future benefits would outweigh the short-term costs.”

“Yes, that would be my purview.” Simon alone had the privilege of peering into the future to confirm whether his hypothesis was correct, alongside the Oracle. “Thank you for your answer, Shabram.”

“I live to serve.”

“Between us, did my father ever discuss that subject with you?” Simon half-joked.

“No,” Shabram replied with a deadpan tone. “The well-being of his subjects never entered your father’s mind, beyond the use of incentives to fuel internal stability and further conquests.”

Of course Balzam Magnos wouldn’t care about the common good, when he didn’t even care about his own family. His dream was for House Magnos to rule the world. He would have been satisfied planting the manticore flag over a pile of ashes.

“Is Your Majesty contemplating their return?” Shabram asked with a slight dash of hope.

“You have given me much to think about,” Simon admitted. “I cannot return until the Goatfish’s light has gone out of the universe, but… I will consider what to do next.”

Vayan and the council had put him on a forced vacation for that very purpose, after all. He might as well put it to use.



Vayan was right, the Sanctuary was at its most beautiful during the summer.

The tropical heat was such that Simon was forced to mostly go shirtless when not using a Ring of Cursed Flame, with the bright sun illuminating the flying islands, its blooming flowers, and its sparkling lakes. It was truly a brief glimpse of paradise.

“It’s the perfect time of the year to go diving,” Lady Junon informed Simon as she visited him in his home. “The light illuminates the underwater reefs all the way to the depths. You would love it.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” Simon replied. He and the girls had planned to take it easy today and rest near the water, so he might as well take it a bit further. “Any spot you would recommend?”

“I would suggest a cove to the west of Boreas.” Was it Simon’s imagination, or did Lady Junon seem a little more impish than usual? “Eole knows the place.”

“I will take your word for it.” Simon crossed his arms. “Might I ask you a personal question, Lady Junon?”

“Certainly,” the dryad replied. “What do you want to know?”

“I’ve been wondering why this place is such a paradise, while the rest of the world isn’t?” Simon admitted. “Being hidden from outside threats is one thing, but the seeds of ambition bloom yet in the likes of Zeal. Why hasn’t any would-be warlord risen to endanger your home?”

“Well… we did have a handful of troublesome cases, especially in the first century,” Lady Junon admitted. “Vayan would give them a stern warning if we couldn’t talk them out of their madness, and sometimes, he had to act with force to maintain peace.”

“I see.” Simon stroked his chin. “Yes, I see how it is. The Sanctuary is a carefully curated garden, and you do need a gardener to pull out the weeds before they ruin it all.”

Lady Junon smiled sheepishly. “I wouldn’t be so extreme as to call our wayward children weeds, Simon. Such decisions were always taken communally to ensure fairness, and we gave troubled souls all the guidance and chances we could.”

A kind way of doing things, but Simon had the intuition Endymion’s weeds would require a firmer hand to pull out. Still, he banished those thoughts from his mind as Belzemine and Eole finally walked out of the dressing room.

“You took your sweet tim–” Simon froze, his words dying on the tip of his tongue.

Belzemine had always been a lovely woman, but she never particularly took care of her appearance. It was amazing the change that more form-fitting clothes could induce. A crown of bright flowers bloomed atop her braided hair, making her look like a refined artist’s muse.

However, it was Eole that truly left Simon speechless. She had switched out her practical clothes for a white wool bathing gown that showcased her curves, put on golden bracelets that glittered on her arms and legs, and wove her hair with amethysts. He had grown so used to hanging out with Eole as a friend that he had almost forgotten how lovely she was…

“What’s wrong, Simon?” Eole chuckled lightly, while Lady Junon stifled her laughter. “Has our beauty left you speechless?”

“A bit,” Simon admitted. “You both look splendid.”

“Your Majesty is… very kind,” Belzemine replied, holding her hands shyly. Simon had begun to realize her true personality beneath the stoic, emotionless slave mask she had to wear for so long was that of a shy and demure woman, easily embarrassed and always fearful of bothering others. “Lady Eole did most of the work.”

“Nonsense,” Eole replied, “I only revealed what was always there.”

“You look healthier too,” Lady Junon complimented Belzemine. “Your skin is lusher now that you thrive on our mana rather than on foul miasma and depleted manaliths.”

Belzemine avoided the dryad’s eyes and stared at her feet. “His Majesty’s miasma has always been enough to sustain me… I owe him my life…”

“You owe me nothing, and you owe yourself your own happiness,” Simon reassured her. “Shall we go then?”

“You should go to the western cove,” Lady Junon told Eole before winking at her. “I will ensure you have it all for yourself.”

“Thank you kindly, milady.” Eole grabbed Belzemine’s and Simon’s hands. “Let’s go.”

A few hours’ flight later, and the trio found their way to perhaps the most beautiful place Simon had ever laid his eyes upon.

It was indeed technically a cove, but what Lady Junon failed to mention was that the lake was located at the bottom of multiple water-filled calderas forming a stairway of basins feeding each other through waterfalls. The island’s heat warmed up the uppermost ones into steamy baths, while those at the bottom were encircled by a beautiful beach of black sand. A deep diving well surrounded by pale rock covered in shiny corals also caught Simon’s attention.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Eole asked as Simon summoned their belongings from his Inventory, from towels and chairs to their food. “It’ll become awfully crowded in the following weeks, but we can enjoy the quiet for now.”

“It’s beautiful,” Simon conceded. Even the strange fish swimming in the water appeared to greet them with a spectacle of iridescent scales glittering in the sunlight. “But it’s a bit too quiet for my taste.”

Thankfully, Simon had come prepared. He waved his hand and brought out a miasma-powered music box nearly identical to the ones Bert and Verney used against him, the device playing one of Eole’s melodies.

“What a strange and wonderful device,” Eole said, smiling with wonder. She had never seen one before. “Is it copying my voice?”

“I recorded one of our sessions without your knowledge,” Simon said. His Devil Forgemaster Perk had proved surprisingly flexible. All he had to do was approach the music box’s creation as if it were a weapon—which it could serve as, as Bert and Verney proved during their confrontation—for inspiration to strike him. “It’s for you, Eole, if you would have it.”

“Of course I will have it.” Eole kissed him on the cheek, causing Simon’s blood to flush. “It is sweet of you, Simon.”

“Always.” Simon stared at the water basins. “Which one shall we try?”

“I…” Belzemine shifted in place. “I would prefer to rest on the beach if Your Majesty does not mind it…”

“No worries,” Eole reassured her. “I asked Simon to bring along books.”

“I did more than that,” Simon replied as he summoned another item from his Inventory: a small, human-sized miasma-powered golem based on the same model as the ones Boreas’ elves used for hard labor. “Rocky here will fulfill all commands to the best of its ability. Please set up a lounge chair for Belzemine and fan her while she reads.”

“That… that is not necessary…” Belzemine replied uneasily, gulping. “Unless Your Majesty insists…”

“It’s fine,” Simon said as he brought out the books he borrowed from Anaximander. Elven literature was a bit slow to his taste—the romances in particular took forever to resolve—but Belzemine seemed to like it. “Take your pick.”

One hour later, Belzemine managed to relax enough to read Beyond Destination’s End while Rocky fanned her. Simon and Eole went for a quick dive, with the kish proving a surprisingly good swimmer in spite of her wings, before settling in a hot bath basin a few steps above the cove. The warmth and the music box’s songs eased Simon’s nerves and cleared his mind.

“Did you notice, Simon?” Eole peeked at Belzemine below. “She confessed her discomfort rather than immediately going along with your suggestion.”

“Yes. It’s not much, but she’s starting to find her own voice again.” Simon rested his head against a warm rock, staring at the setting sun reddening the horizon. “Mmm…”

“You’re wondering why you didn’t take a break earlier, aren’t you?” Eole guessed with a small grin. “You’re spending most of your time either practicing your magic or brooding in your dark castle–”

“I’m not brooding, I’m crafting,” Simon protested.

“That’s what a brooder would say,” Eole teased him. “Even our band sessions have an ulterior, utilitarian motive in teaching you Performances.”

“I would still hang out with you even if I had nothing to learn.”

“I know, but I don’t think you would like it as much.” Eole rested her head on her hand. “You’re addicted to your Class, aren’t you?”

“I admit I do enjoy the power it gives me,” Simon confessed. He couldn’t exactly deny it anymore. “I do like growing my strength, but I wouldn’t call it an addiction.”

Eole seemed a little concerned, if not a tiny bit disappointed. “I guess I have my answer then,” she said quietly. “You wouldn’t agree to let go of your Class even if we found a way to destroy it.”

The Mana Goddess might beat us to it either way, and I am in no position to stop her if she tries to destroy my Crestone, Simon thought. He wasn’t sure it would even work, considering Noble Crestones could reform from their source archetype.

“I don’t think I would abandon my Class, no,” Simon admitted. “In spite of its cost and the burden it puts on me, I think I’m in a unique position to do incredible good with it.”

“You could also do good with another Class that isn’t evil incarnate, Simon.”

“There are no Classes like the Overlord,” Simon replied. He gazed at his palm and clenched his fist. “Do you understand how fantastically powerful I am, Eole? Gods and demons bend to my will. I can craft machines that know neither pain nor fatigue, weave magic like music, raise the dead to serve the living, and put the wicked in their place.”

And then there were the reigns. Simon could reshape history and the very fate of the world towards the outcome he desired. He had agonized over what that end would be for some time, beyond vague goals like ensuring the world survived the Zodiac Parade and that Belzemine could find happiness, but staying in the Sanctuary had opened his mind to a new possibility.

“I’m just wondering, if your people created a paradise here, why couldn’t I make one down below?” Simon let himself wonder about the future. “I could field armies of golems to take over all of our population’s cruelest labor, freeing peasants from short lives of hard toil. I could abolish slavery for shifters, annihilate the likes of the Cobweb and ensure they can no longer threaten innocents, force demons to serve the common good rather than let them fester like diseases. I could do much with this power.”

“You could, but should you?” Eole looked away, scowling. “I tried to do good on the surface too, thinking I could make a difference as well, and you see how that went.”

“I know, but still, part of me feels I’m avoiding my responsibilities,” Simon replied. The likes of Pallian suffered in slavery, war had come to the empire in spite of his attempts to provide knowledge to various factions, and the Zodiac Fiends were poised to cause untold destruction upon escaping. “No one is stepping up as much as I had hoped.”

Eole turned her head to look at him, her lips pursing into a small smile that betrayed fondness, sorrow, and a tiny bit of hope.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Simon asked with an arched eyebrow. “You think it’s a silly goal?”

“No, because I thought the exact same thing once,” Eole admitted. “I felt a responsibility to our people on the surface, in spite of the fact that my voice is a wicked power. I thought I could… maybe not use it for good, but compensate for it.”

“I think you still can,” Simon encouraged her. “Doing so earlier would have spelled Telluria’s destruction, but Vouivre is on her way out, and the world will change in a way I haven’t foreseen yet. We can write a better future.”

Eole beamed. “You truly think so?”

“Yes, I do,” Simon confirmed. “You’ve risen past level forty in your Songstress Class since we began training, and you might reach fifty by the time we confront Nodens. You have strength now.”

“It’s true I’m no longer the weak girl I was back then.” Eole chuckled to herself. “Shall we depart back to the surface after we slay that Goatfish then?”

“I don’t know,” Simon admitted. “I will make my decision after we defeat Nodens. I love this place, and I could spend a lifetime here, but I still feel an obligation to many on the surface. I guess it’ll depend on how we deal with the Goatfish and how Belzemine recovers.”

“I think I will follow you whatever you pick.” Eole nodded to herself and pulled out of the water. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

A curious Simon followed her to the diving well he had spotted earlier, then followed Eole as she swam headfirst inside. He chased after her underwater and quickly realized the pit wasn’t as deep as it looked. Its shallow bottom opened up on a tunnel which he and Eole dove through before emerging on the other end.

As it turned out, the tunnel opened up into a cave not so different from the one holding Bujan’s mermaid city. Glow-worms provided a measure of soothing light reflecting on red coral paving the walls, enough that Simon could see Eole’s face peeking out of the water.

“What is this place?” Simon wondered, his hand rising out of the water. The glow-worms gathered at his fingers’ approach as if reaching back to him. He could barely hear the music box’s song from here. “It’s beautiful.”

“We call it the wishing well,” Eole said. “Tales say that when two people gather here, they can make a wish that will come true.”

“Two people?” Simon smirked as he suddenly realized why Lady Junon kept this place private for them, and that the well was just barely large enough for two people to fit in. “Is this a couple’s hotspot?”

Eole smirked back at him. “Maybe…”

Simon stared into her silver eyes, then moved his hands to her back. Eole immediately moved up closer to him—having clearly been hoping he would make a move for some time—and put her arms over his neck.

A brief memory of the look of hatred she sent him in the last reign flared in his mind when the light reflected on her face, followed by brief glimpses of the time she tried to make a move on him in Valne and then the moments they shared when infiltrating the Cobweb.

“What’s wrong?” Eole asked, picking up on his hesitation. “If you already have someone–”

“It’s not that,” Simon reassured her. “It’s just… some of the visions I had of you didn’t go well. While we became friends in some, you came to hate me in others.”

“Didn’t you convince me to return home so we could avoid those visions coming to pass?” Eole briefly stroked his hair. “I don’t think we will regret it, Simon.”

“All I’m saying is that I’m not a safe bet,” Simon warned Eole. “This may not end well.”

“Or it will work so well, we’ll wish we had started it earlier,” Eole countered, her wings unfurling to surround him into an embrace he wouldn’t swim away from again. “Either way, if you are right and we only have a handful of months before we must wage a terrible war… then I would rather spend them in bliss.”

Her words spoke to Simon. He was sick of overthinking things. All the Eoles he knew were dead, but the person in front of him was different, alive, and willing. He wanted her too, to seize the moment and ensure they would both enjoy the brief time of respite they had left.

“Yes.” Simon leaned forward to kiss her in the water. “Me too.”

In the end, they completely forgot about their wish.
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  “Simon.”

Mmm… 

“Simon…”

Simon began to wake up to the sight of the morning sun shining through the window’s curtains. Eole lay on his chest, bare naked and smiling at him. 

“She’s still asleep,” she whispered while pointing at Belzemine, who was snoring lightly on the bed next to their own. “Want to fool around before breakfast?”

“Mmm… I don’t know.” His hand moved to grab her thigh. “I like it better when you sing and squeal…” 

“I know you do.” She rose and sat on him, her hands traveling up his torso. Eole’s wings limited the number of comfortable positions they could share, so they usually settled on one mounting the other. “Take it as a challenge then. I’ll try to hold back, and you’ll have to prove so good I forget myself.” 

Simon smirked back as he pulled her closer. “Challenge accepted.”

And in the end, she squealed. Not loud enough to wake Belzemine up, but she did squeal. 

After their first lovemaking session of the day, the two of them dressed themselves and moved to the kitchen to prepare breakfast. Simon sliced up the vegetables while Eole set the table, as they did dozens of times before.

Whereas spring had been nearly all work, summer had passed in the blink of an eye. Simon spent most of his time with his friends, swimming in lakes, exploring the archipelago’s hidden redoubts, performing songs for the islanders, and sharing tender moments with Eole. 

Her intuition had proved right. Three months in, and Simon wondered why they hadn’t sealed the deal earlier. He had spent so many reigns with Eole that he understood her like few others, and she was kind, caring, and honest. He just connected so well with her in a way he hadn’t since Remedia. 

Things were just good. 

Truly, the only event that gave Simon pause during the summer was the long-feared fall of Kaikias Island, from which they extracted the manaliths used for Crestone production. The magic keeping it afloat simply ceased to work one morning. The scariest part was that there had been no warning, no gradual weakening of the anti-gravity effect.   

Kaikias was floating fine one second, and then falling the next. 

Thankfully, the island only had golem workers toiling on it and it fell into the ocean, so there were no victims. What worried Simon was the result of the fall itself. The collapsing island had detonated upon hitting the sea, sending a geyser of water reaching so high it touched the Sanctuary and caused tidal waves to rise in its wake. The impact would have likely devastated coastal communities had it happened closer to the mainland. 

Simon dared not imagine the result of an island the size of Boreas or Zephyr falling onto the earth below. The damage would make the Oracle’s attack on Frightwall look like a child’s firework in comparison.  

“What’s that?” Simon inquired upon finding Eole checking a smooth, polished stone. “You stare at that manalith each time we get out of bed.”

“It’s a baby stone,” Eole replied as she set the stone aside on the kitchen counter. “If it shines, it means I’m pregnant.”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Simon reassured her. “A spellcaster… friend… of mine taught me a basic protection spell to avoid any issues.”

“Truly?” Eole giggled. “And here I thought Lady Junon’s herbal tea was even more effective than advertised.”

“It’s strange.” Simon pulled his arms around her waist. “You seem more beautiful every time I look at you. How do you do that?”

“I try to live up to my boyfriend’s flattery.” Eole smiled sweetly, her hands moving to his neck. “Ready for your first skyball match?”

“I fear it less than breaking the news to your family.” An entire season had passed since they sealed the deal in the wishing well, and while Lady Junon was clearly aware of their relationship from the way she smiled each time she saw them, they hadn’t told Tybalt or Ruto they were together yet. Simon had the suspicion that they already suspected the truth though. “Any suggestions?”

“It’ll be a formality,” she reassured him. “They expected us to become a couple since the day I moved into your home, Simon. I think they’ll just be surprised it took so long.” 

“I guess I could sing you a love song in public,” Simon suggested, inspiration striking him in a flash. “‘The Kish Who Stole My Heart.’”

“Now you make me sound like the Rogue!” Eole lightly kissed him on the lips. “How about ‘The Dark Lord and the Maiden Fair’?”

“Whatever you want.” Simon let go of her, his gaze wandering to the ‘baby stone’ on the counter. “How do kids work here?”

“In the Sanctuary?” 

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “I assume you must limit your population growth to avoid overcrowding?”

“Yes, Lady Junon must give her permission for couples to have children. Gaining access to the wishing well means the couple has her blessing to start a family.” Eole caressed the stone. “Receiving her benediction hasn’t been much of an issue since we’ve had a few deaths in quick succession in the last year.”

“I’m sorry,” Simon apologized. Eole had told him her mother had passed away from a disease soon before she left the Sanctuary. “I didn’t want to reopen old wounds.”

“It’s fine,” Eole reassured him. “Do you want to have kids one day, Simon?”

“I considered starting a family twice.” Simon had thought about it with Anna back when they were set to marry, and Remedia briefly broached the subject of siring an heir in Cocagne. “It didn’t work out in either case, and I don’t feel ready to have a child anytime soon.”

“That’s not a no,” Eole teased him. 

“That’s not a no,” Simon admitted. While the rational part of his mind told him it would hurt to sire a child during a reign only for them to vanish in the next, another truly did want to start a family with a woman he loved. The Sanctuary was perhaps the one place where he could safely raise a child for decades should they survive the Zodiac Parade. “Do you want children?”

“Yes, but not now; and especially not with a demon attack being months away.” Eole’s eyes darted to the bedroom door. “Besides, we already have a child of our own.”

“I suppose we do.” Though he was starting to consider Belzemine more like a sister. That must have been how Lauriane felt about him when he first arrived in Frightwall, shy and lost. “You think she’ll like skyball?”

“Of course she will,” Eole mused as they heard Belzemine yawn her way back to the waking world. “Everyone loves skyball.”



Eole was right. Everyone in the Sanctuary loved skyball. 

The sport was all the rage on the archipelago and most popular during the autumn, when the summer sun had finished drying out caldera basins that could then serve as stadiums. The most prestigious tournament, the Eidolon Cup, lasted the entire season.

The rules were simple: two groups of six players—one goalkeeper, two defenders, three attackers—fought over a single ball which they used to score points by hitting the opposing team’s goal with it. The ball could be thrown with the hands or feet, and the players could tackle one another to steal it. 

And the game took place entirely in the air.

While buffs, Classes, and magical items were forbidden, flying spells were allowed for the likes of elves wishing to participate. Moreover, the volcanic hot air current produced by the caldera ensured the participants were kept afloat at all times. Simon’s Darkflight and Belzemine’s fire-powered flying method allowed them to form a team with Eole’s family and Anaximander, who relied on anti-gravity magic to fly and guard the goalpost.

They were an atypical group, but Simon had a good feeling about their chances. The tournament’s favorites were Culebre’s Harpie Ladies and Vayan’s Aces, but the team they would fight today in the inaugural match, the Baha-Mutts, weren’t really all that strong.

“Go, go, go!” Carbuncle shouted from the crowded stone stands while waving a flag alongside other supporters. Each team needed a patron eidolon to sponsor them during the season’s tournament, and he had agreed to support Simon’s team under the condition that they call it the ‘Carb-Uncles.’ “Crush them! Break their backs!”

“Is he always like this during matches?” Simon asked Tybalt as the two of them floated at their team’s forefront with Belzemine, who had insisted on serving as an attacker with them. 

“His competitive side comes out during the season,” Tybalt mused. “The harpies’ eidolon is even worse.”

“That’s a disturbing thought,” Simon replied before checking on Belzemine, “How are you holding up?”

“I will do my best not to embarrass Your Majesty,” Belzemine promised him shyly.

“You don’t need to call me that anymore, Belzemine. Simon will do.” 

“I… I can’t… I wouldn’t dare…” Belzemine cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, it would be too disrespectful…”

“It’s not, but take your time,” Simon reassured her. She was steadily making progress, but she still had a lot of work ahead of her before she could break out of her servile mindset. “Can I trust you to cover our left, then?”

“Yes, of course.” Belzemine nodded with resolve. “I would give my life for victory.”

Simon sighed and turned back to Tybalt, clearing his throat as he did so. “I’m not sure if I should tell you now or after the match, but… Eole and I–”

“I know you and my daughter have given yourself to each other,” Tybalt replied bluntly, before laughing at Simon’s embarrassed face. “Did you think you were being discreet? My daughter moved into your home and never came back.” He gave Simon a light pat on the shoulder. “We've had to keep Queen Zeal off my daughter’s back for months now. She does not take competition lightly.”

“I’m… I’m sorry,” Simon apologized. “I thought I had sternly let her down.”

“She never takes no for an answer,” Tybalt said, tensing up as the enemy team flew in formation over the caldera. The referee was moving to the center with the ball. “Alright, follow the plan. Press on the left and all will be…” A shadow passed over the stadium with a thunderous sound. “Fine…”

Simon looked up in surprise, as no cloud should reach higher than the Sanctuary’s islands; and indeed, they did not. The object darkening the sun took the shape of a familiar bird with metal wings, but it wasn’t the only one. A familiar, dark carrack ship floated after it, its deck shrouded in mist and its hull carried by a horde of ghosts lifting it up in the sky. 

“What is this?” Tybalt wondered as he immediately put on his Class outfit. 

“Friends,” Simon replied with a scowl. They shouldn’t have come back so early. “And bad news.”

The Adventurer was back in town, and she had brought the Necromancer with her. 



The inauguration match was promptly cancelled, and Vayan called an emergency meeting of the Sanctuary’s council. Simon showed up alongside Eole’s family to welcome back Alcyone and her pirate friend. 

“Did you miss us? Of course you missed us,” Alcyone teased the Sanctuary council before turning to Voltobauta. The vampire lord’s butler kept them both in the shade with a thick umbrella that let no sunlight through. “See? See?!”

“Yes, yes, I am not blind,” Voltobauta complained as he looked around. “No wonder none of the ghosts I interrogated knew about this place. Your people’s souls do not mingle with the rest of the Worldsoul.”

“You must be the valiant Necromancer Lady Alcyone told us so much about,” Lady Junon said with a polite nod. “It is an honor to welcome you among us, Lord Voltobauta.”

“Alas, I am lord of nothing but my ship’s deck nowadays. My writ used to extend everywhere the tide struck the land, until Endymion sank my fleet to the bottom of the sea.” Voltobauta spotted Simon. “Greetings, Overlord Magnos.”

“Greeting–” Simon froze in place, his eyes widened as all color left Alcyone’s face. “What did you just say?”

“Do you see the look on his face, Alcyone?” Voltobauta replied as he smiled thinly at his fellow Noble Class user. “That is guilt.”

“Are you kidding me?” Alcyone glared at Simon, a scowl of outrage forming on her face. “You’re the Overlord?! Seriously?!”

Simon tensed up, but he guessed he couldn’t exactly hide it much longer, especially since they would need to fight side by side against Nodens and the Sanctuary’s council would stand by his side. He was still ready to bring out his Class outfit at the first provocation. 

“How did you guess?” he asked Voltobauta, while Alcyone fumed in anger. 

“When Alcyone pointed out a Magnos prince had magically fled to a hidden flying island right after the Overlord Class vanished, I realized it sounded like a rather fortuitous coincidence.” Voltobauta chuckled to himself. “I figured you were the new Overlord hiding out in a calmer harbor where you could weather the storm.”

“Well, you got that right, Lord Voltobauta,” Simon admitted. “Except I have no wish to return to the surface, at least for the foreseeable future.”

“A laudable strategy.” Voltobauta met his gaze. “This Second Doom you foresaw must be pretty terrible if the Overlord himself would rather hide here than face the music.”

“Or it was all a lie,” Alcyone spat. 

“Everything I told you earlier was true,” he informed Alcyone. “My brother Louis slew my father and I fled here to live in peace rather than partake in the succession crisis.”

“Oh yes, you were so truthful, you just left out the small detail that you were the Overlord in disguise! You were being so honest with everyone!” Alcyone looked at the rest of the council for signs of outrage, only to realize they were more embarrassed than anything. “Wait, you knew? You all knew?!”

“Simon has proved his worth and goodwill many times,” Lady Junon replied calmly. “He has earned our trust.”

Queen Zeal shrugged. “He is strong and on our side. That is all that matters.”

“I was skeptical as well, but Simon is a noble soul whose Class does not define him,” Vayan insisted. “Whatever happened between you and his predecessor, I please ask that you refrain from any violence, Lady Alcyone. Do not judge him by his family’s sins.” 

“Simon is one of us,” Eole added upon grabbing her boyfriend’s arm. “You will not harm him.”

Simon’s heart overflowed with warmth. “Thank you, everyone,” he told them with all of his sincerity. “I’m truly grateful.”

Alcyone crossed her arms. Although she was clearly distrustful and skeptical, she didn’t strike or summon her Class outfit. “I see you’ve wrapped everyone here around your finger.”

“Does it matter anymore, Alcyone?” Voltobauta asked with a shrug. “We are all castaways who abandoned a pointless fight.”

“I… I suppose we’re beyond that now,” Alcyone grumbled, scratching her head. “You can’t be worse than the new emperor…”

“The new emperor?” Simon asked. He hadn’t checked on Shabram in a few weeks, and the last news he received pointed to Muse and Illusea declaring war on Endymion in support of Lore. “Wait, did Louis–”

“The bastard crowned himself emperor after pulling a coup against your father’s widow,” Alcyone confirmed, sneering in contempt. “He slew the Judge and started a purge against her supporters in Cocagne. It’s a madhouse downstairs.”

Simon scowled in distaste. He knew it was bound to happen, since Louis always started a war for the express purpose of leveling-up quickly, but Euphemia’s demise had removed the last power that could prevent him from mobilizing all of Endymion’s resources. The world could only look forward to a bloody and terrible era. 

He worried for Shabram. He had to contact her again and ensure Louis hadn’t smelled out her true loyalties, or intended to dispose of her. Her days might be numbered if he was indeed starting a purge.

“Either way, I would like to officially request a right of safe harbor for my ship and crew,” Voltobauta asked Lady Junon. “Amadeus Voltobauta is no ingrate, so I shall lend you my sword and powers against the fiend threatening you.”

“A Noble Hero willing to defend our home is always welcome in our Sanctuary,” Lady Junon replied with her customary openness. “Still, we didn’t expect you to return so early. Did something happen?”

“Besides a world war?” Alcyone let out a heavy breath. “It’s a long story.”

Alcyone proceeded to recount what she did after leaving the Sanctuary, though Simon had already guessed much of it from Shabram’s report. After proving the Sanctuary’s existence to Voltobauta, she had both recruited him for the White Unicorn’s war against Endymion and investigated the Demonbarrows. The anti-imperial alliance did relatively well against the empire’s invasion in the first few months until Lauriane’s new miasma-powered warbeasts tilted the balance firmly in House Magnos’ favor. 

“Muse and Illusea joined the war after that,” Alcyone concluded, “The first deployed its own airship fleet and a new kind of ‘mana cannon’ weapon, and the latter sent a squadron of high-level elves so strong they required tons of manaliths to even fight outside their homeland. They stopped Endymion’s advance into Lore at the cost of turning Valne into a field of ruin.”

“I decided to rescind my alliance with the White Unicorn after that,” Voltobauta said with clear distaste. “I was never truly loyal to Valne, least of all the anti-imperial alliance, but a man cannot stand idle after watching his allies bomb his homeland and deem the death of its people an acceptable sacrifice. When both sides of a war are rotten, a man keeps his dignity by walking away.”

“And then there’s that whole mess with the crystals,” Alcyone complained with a darkening expression. “I asked my friend Frea—” Belzemine, who had listened in silence so far, immediately tensed up. “—who had no idea and contacted the Oracle over it. And guess what?”

“She knew about the Second Doom?” Simon guessed. 

“She knew!” Simon could almost taste the sheer disappointment in Alcyone’s voice. “She knew from the start and told us nothing!” 

“But… why?” Lady Junon asked in disbelief. “Why would the Oracle keep it a secret?”

“According to Frea, the Oracle believes the crystals will be Endymion’s undoing, and that the empire cannot be allowed to rule the world,” Alcyone said with a sneer of disdain. “She considers it a worse outcome than demon warlords running around.”

Simon squinted at her. “Worse for the world, or for Illusea?”

“That is the very question the elves failed to answer,” Voltobauta admitted. “I lean towards the latter, but my friend here is too much of an optimist to see the writing on the wall.”

“I mean, to her credit, the Oracle wasn’t entirely idle according to our investigation,” Alcyone replied. “The miasma crystals located in allied countries like Muse, Valne, or Lore have been either removed or ‘neutralized.’”

“She’s either lying or mistaken,” Simon replied. “I foresaw that a Demonbarrow might be located in Lore.”

“Frea insisted that one was contained and wouldn’t escape even should the comet shine on its constellation, whatever that means,” Alcyone replied. “She apparently intended to deal with the Minotaur crystal in Magvolia should we ever retake it.”

“But she left the other demon crystals inside the empire’s borders unattended like ticking time bombs,” Simon guessed, his fists clenching. “She hoped they and the Overlord would tear each other apart.”

And worst of all, that plan would have probably worked. The Zodiac Fiends all saw the Overlord as Mardok reincarnated and would have no doubt immediately feuded with Simon or Balzam, had he avoided his assassination. They would have all been too busy killing each other to threaten Illusea or the western continent.

Still, it was an incredibly callous plan, and the fact that the Oracle only intended to help Magvolia meant she likely deemed the rest of the empire expendable. No price was too great to take down the Overlord. 

“Frea…” Everyone turned to Belzemine as she dared to speak. “Is she… is she alright?”

“Yes, she is,” Alcyone confirmed. “She stayed in Lore alongside Alphonse and the rest of their team to hold the line against the empire. They managed to fend off the Berserker last time I saw them.”

Simon didn’t consider that much of an achievement, but Belzemine didn’t hide her relief. “I’m… I’m glad she’s alright,” she said, holding her hands. “Maybe I should…” She turned to look at Simon. “Umh…”

“Perhaps we could contact them after we repel Nodens,” Simon reassured her. The mere fact that she wanted to reconnect with an old friend rather than fearfully keep avoiding her was an encouraging sign.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Belzemine replied, biting her lips. “Forgive my selfishness.”

“I have nothing to forgive you for.” Simon focused back on Alcyone, who had observed the scene with a thoughtful expression. “Why didn’t you stay with them in Lore?”

“Because I can’t fight with people I don’t trust, and the Oracle has gotten too shifty for my tastes,” Alcyone replied, her words heavy with bitterness. “People aren’t pieces on a board to be sacrificed willy-nilly. You can’t throw the masses oppressed in Endymion under the cart just because it will make their oppressors miserable.”

“Hence, I suggested we move here to prepare for the demon’s escape,” Voltobauta concluded. “A fight is decided before the weapons sing, I always say.”

“Your help will be welcome and valuable,” Vayan said. “We have not been idle in our efforts. Our Champions have progressed well.”

“Still, you will be fighting side by side with the Overlord,” Simon warned Alcyone. “Are you okay with that?”

“Mmm… well you did keep that secret from me, but you didn’t rig our airship to explode on our way out, so…” Alcyone hesitated before reaching a conclusion. “I guess I can put you on probation, if Junon and the others trust you that much…”

“I would suggest Your Majesty hasten the process by picking up her considerable bar tab,” Voltobauta mused, causing Alcyone to hit him in the shoulder. “It may, however, prove ruinous.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Simon replied before nodding in gratitude. “Thank you for your trust. I swear to you I won’t misuse it.”

“It is settled then,” Vayan declared. “Let us prepare and teach Nodens that the Noble Heroes have risen again to throw him back to hell.”
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  Simon Magnos flew on rotten wings to witness the death of Uyo.

Shabram had already given him a detailed report of what happened to the region on the Zodiac Parade’s first day, but to see it with his own eyes was another matter entirely. A fiery ravine of boiling water and melting lava now split the continent from the green jungles of Uyo, the flood washing away tons of mud, carcasses, broken cliffs, and the ruins of border cities swept away by the chaos.

Violent quakes continued to strike the area, splitting the land open, and causing terrified birds to fly away in swarms. Border towns were little more than smoking ruins buried under falling trees or crumbling holes dragged into the earth’s bowels by the disaster. The forest fires could be seen for miles.

“This is horrifying…” Alcyone muttered behind him. Since she couldn’t fly, Simon had kindly given her a ride on his dracozombie so she could see for herself what kind of disaster they would be dealing with. “It looks like the end of the world…”

“Because it is,” Simon said as he looked up to the sight of Abraxas and its fiery tail dominating the sky. The Second Doom had come at last.

The rampant devastation was somehow the least terrifying thing about Uyo right now, for Simon’s Dark Visionary senses had picked up on something far more ominous: a veil of near-imperceptible demonic miasma blanketing most of the jungle. It reminded him of the poisonous mist which had overtaken the Darkwood, but more diffused.

It looks like an Abyssal Domain with open borders, Simon thought as he studied the phenomenon. No barrier kept innocents trapped inside the hellscape, but the evil inside was free to spread across vast distances. Has the Fiend grown so strong that it can project its domain across an entire region, even if in a diffused state?

It was probably a similar effect to what was happening with his own Dungeon. He had to temporarily cancel it at Lady Junon’s demand due to its expanding influence threatening to reach other islands and destabilize the barrier keeping the archipelago hidden from view.

Simon was dying to investigate further, but his gut told him approaching the region any closer would end badly. Shabram’s report from his Darkwood cultist reign indicated imperial airships sent to relieve the area had been assaulted by flocks of monsters and wyverns, probably under the unleashed archfiend’s control. It was a fight he would rather avoid.

Dealing with one comet-empowered Zodiac Fiend would be enough for a reign, especially since he had no idea where the Archer was placed in his siblings’ hierarchy of power.

Simon glanced at Vayan and Eole, who had insisted on flying with them to the region. The grim look on his lover’s face told Simon everything he needed to know, and he could almost taste the sorrow radiating from Vayan.

“We’ll make sure this doesn’t happen to the Sanctuary,” he reassured them.

Eole bit her lip. “But it will happen to Telluria and so many other places.”

“Probably not to Telluria,” Simon replied evasively. His siblings had probably moved the Two-Tailed Fish to the Goetia Research Facility, so the region might avoid the worst of the chaos. “My visions didn’t reach far beyond this point. All I remember are imperial airships fighting monsters across Uyo’s skies.”

“I’ve seen enough,” Alcyone replied behind him. “I’ll go after the other crystals as soon as we kill Nodens, while we still have a world left to save.”

Simon nodded and had his dracozombie fly back to the Sanctuary, ascending past the clouds with his allies and then crossing the invisible barrier. Lady Junon could influence the islands’ flight path, but keeping them in one place for a prolonged period of time demanded effort from her part.

Only one month left, Simon thought with a scowl. Will it be enough? 

It was during the autumn that Simon realized some of his predictions had been far too optimistic. While the Champions had all made lightning-fast progress up to level thirty or so after each individually slaying his dracozombie and other Forbidden Keep demons, it soon slowed down to a crawl. Tybalt in particular struggled terribly after reaching level fifty. Simon wondered what caused these issues until the truth hit him in the face.

He had an exp-boosting Perk, and they didn’t.

Simon had grown so used to progressing with a fifty-percent increase that his frame of reference was entirely skewed, though they found ways to partly correct that issue. While the Champions weren’t willing to accept the Brand of Sloth, one of Eole’s new Performances, Miracle of Learning, boosted the experience rate of anyone listening to it by twenty percent until the song ran its course. Simon recorded it on music boxes to ensure their recruits would spend every session listening to its tune.

Thankfully, Alcyone’s superior Adventurer exp-boosting Perk—of which Simon’s stolen Freelancer one was but a pale imitation—allowed her to extend the effect to five people that formed a ‘party’ with her. Her mentorship helped the Champions pick up the pace.

Shabram had also avoided Louis’ purge so far, probably because she was half the reason he got so far already thanks to her priceless information gathering. She continued to provide Simon with reports on the situation on the ground, which kept getting worse. Norbelle and Mastemo had broken away from the empire by causing a revolt in Valendre while Louis invaded Cocagne to complete the imperial conquest of the continent; all while Valne had become little more than an airship-shelled wasteland where soldiers, warbeasts, and automatons fought each other in a grueling battle. Vouivre herself had gone missing after the empire bombarded Scaland, and was possibly dead.

The flames of war had engulfed everything.

Simon had hoped that sharing the truth about the threat of the Zodiac Parade would have led to a slightly better outcome. Instead, it had only made things so much worse. His happiness had come at the expense of everyone else’s.

I was wrong, Simon thought grimly. In the end, no one stepped up. 

His group flew back to Boreas, where they found Lady Junon in deep meditation with Voltobauta under the manatree’s shade. The dryad looked up to them and tensed like a bowstring.

“From the look on your faces, I assume it is as we feared,” she lamented, cradling her arms. “I can hear the earth screaming from here…”

“What little I saw reminded me of the First Doom,” Vayan admitted. “Maybe even worse. So many will die…”

“We’ll go with the bomb plan,” Alcyone decided. “If Nodens’ return will cause as much damage to your home as what’s going on in Uyo, then we have to take him out as fast as we can.”

“At least we will have an expert opinion soon,” Voltobauta mused as he raised his hand. “Are you ready, Milady?”

“Yes.” Lady Junon closed her eyes and joined her hands. “I should be able to stabilize the shade this time.”

“Then come forth, Robin Waybright, first of all Merchants.” Voltobauta dramatically waved his hand at an empty spot. “I bid thee to answer our call and questions.”

No sooner did he utter those words that a shade of mana arose to greet them; the translucent, ethereal ghost of a handsome man in the prime of his age, wearing the very same Merchant outfit Simon once put on in Magvolia.

“I hear you, Necromancer,” the figure said in an archaic version of the elven tongue, a foxy grin stretching on his pale face. Simon immediately recognized the voice from his old Merchant vision. “What do you wish to know?”

“It is him…” Vayan muttered in recognition, as if greeting an old friend. “You did it.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Lord Waybright,” Eole introduced them with a respectful bow. “We are here to finish what you started, and defeat Nodens the Wicked. ”

The ghost continued to smile without a word.

“Hey?” Alcyone scratched the back of her head. “Can he hear us?”

“He can hear me,” Voltobauta replied with a smile of pure amusement. Simon suspected he kept that tidbit to himself to see his friend embarrass herself. “I told you, a ghost is not the original soul, but an echo of it. An unliving remembrance.”

Simon nodded in understanding. Voltobauta’s Necromancer Perks let him compel any shade he knew the true name of to appear before him and answer his questions. Obviously, the very first person they tried to consult on how to deal with Nodens was one of the Heroes who defeated him in the first place, and Simon knew better than to recommend contacting Elios.

Unfortunately, since Lady Junon was cut off from the greater Worldsoul, Waybright’s memories were more difficult to access. It had taken her and Voltobauta months to successfully call his shade, but better late than never.

Still, the sight of the ghost filled Simon with bitterness. He had asked Voltobauta to try and summon his mother’s shade outside the barrier earlier so he could at least see her again—which the Necromancer agreed to do in exchange for a future favor—but repeatedly failed.

“Your father must have fed her soul to that vile jester of his,” Voltobauta had guessed with a contrite expression. “He usually did that to his foes to prevent posthumous leaks. I am well and truly sorry, but she is beyond my reach.”

It hadn’t been enough for Balzam to murder Simon’s mother, but he had to deny her an afterlife on top of it. Simon was almost tempted to find a way to revive his father just so he could kill him again.

Voltobauta cleared his throat. “What can you tell us about the one they call Nodens the Painbringer?”

“Nodens was a sadistic archfiend born of the Goatfish constellation who terrorized these lands in centuries past,” the shade answered. The gravity in his voice sounded sincere enough, perhaps as an echo of the original’s feelings. “He slew me under the stars that empowered him with a Nova spell when we tried to stop him from casting a foul ritual.”

“Nova is a Tier VII spell,” Simon said. He had seen Frea cast it against him in Magvolia. “He can use archmage-level magic.”

“What are his battle tactics and weaknesses?” Voltobauta interrogated the ghost.

“Nodens is a master of sorcery, adept at dispelling the buffs of others and inflicting cruel ailments upon them,” the shade answered. “Poison, petrify, vile curses, stasis, slow, silence… he knows them all. Those he cannot cripple, Nodens annihilates with high-tier spells. My contracted eidolon, Xenophon, had great success engaging him in close combat, to the point he had to throw him off the island to stall his defeat.”

Not so different from how he acted when possessing Casval, Simon thought as he compared Robin’s description to his memory of fighting Nodens’ previous host. He still favored long-range spells in spite of gaining a dragon’s strength. 

“So he fights like a typical spellcaster,” Alcyone noted. No doubt she was already considering various battle tactics. “What ritual was he trying to complete?”

Voltobauta repeated her question, and Waybright’s answer sent chills down Simon’s spine. “Nodens intended to cast down these islands onto the Worldtree, in a final attempt to end the Zodiac War in the demons’ favor and avenge his fallen master, Helel, the Maiden of Control.”

“Destroy the Worldtree?” Vayan recoiled in horror. “Is that even possible?”

“It could work,” Simon admitted, his jaw clenching. “The manaliths keeping the islands afloat detonate on impact. A chunk as large as Boreas or Zephyr could wipe out all of Illusea. The death toll would be immense.”

“The Worldtree is also at the center of the wheel of reincarnation,” Voltobauta muttered to himself. The usually carefree pirate king sounded rattled to his core. “Its destruction would cripple it and leave souls stranded where they died… the land would shrivel away and ghosts would roam its barren plains. Truly a dreadful future.”

“Nodens and his brethren sought to rule a godless pandemonium engulfed in fear and misery, where men are slaves and food,” Waybright warned them. “He must never be allowed to complete his ritual.”

“And we won’t let him,” Alcyone insisted, clenching her fist. “Let’s grill him about every detail of his final fight and prepare for it.”

“Wait.” Simon cleared his throat and faced Voltobauta. “Could you ask him what he knew of my ancestor Elios Magnos? I have the feeling this may be relevant, since he was the Librarian who helped seal Nodens.”

“Is that so?” Voltobauta squinted slightly at him, but questioned the ghost nonetheless. “What do you know of Elios Magnos?”

“Elios was my friend, the most knowledgeable of us Noble Heroes… though perhaps not the wisest,” Waybright’s shade replied. “He, the Oracle and I were the last of the original generation. I purchased years of youth from the immortal elves to extend my own life, and he was granted a Destined Death by the Oracle of Illusea, to ensure he could chronicle our deeds and inspire our successors.”

“A Destined Death?” Simon repeated. The term was unfamiliar to him.

“I’ve heard of it,” Alcyone said. “A Destined Death is a rare and powerful blessing of the Oracle. She peers into a person’s future with their consent and asks fate to set the date of their death in stone. On one hand, they’re guaranteed to die on that day no matter what they do; on the other hand, nothing can kill them beforehand.”

“The death of our friends weighed heavily on Elios’ mind, for his third eye let him observe a future he could not change for anything,” Waybright’s shade said. “I pity him, for he and the Oracle will have buried us all. My last thought was for him to find happiness with his wife in what little time he had left.”

He at least found a way to cheat his destiny, though I’m not sure it made him happy, Simon thought. Was that why he rebelled? Because he was sick of being a piece on a board destined to die once he had outlived his usefulness? 

Simon had no answer to that question, and neither did Waybright.



The final month passed in a blur.

Simon lost count of the drills and rehearsals, of the nights he spent crafting bombs to blow up Nodens with. Everyone had thrown themselves into their training, Eole most of all, to the point they probably spent more time practicing Performances than doing any kind of couple activities. Watching a prelude of the disaster that awaited her home had solidified her resolve.

They had continued to interrogate Waybright’s ghost until they knew every minute detail of his last battle with Nodens, taking notes of the demon’s abilities and moves. The first Merchant had also provided some hints on the true nature of libromancy.

“Elios used to tell me that true grimoires have souls, and that he could bring them into the world,” Waybright had said when questioned on the subject. “That is the art of libromancy: to grasp the essence of a book and give it shape.”

What soul could lurk inside this thing? Simon pondered as he checked the Scream of the Soul for the hundredth time. He could tell the answer was within his grasp and yet a detail still escaped him. Are there other ghosts who could answer that question? Perhaps I should ask Voltobauta to help me summon the first Mage’s ghost or something… Waybright’s ghost could give us so many lost names...

“Your Majesty.” Belzemine’s voice drew him out of his thoughts, and he looked up from the book to see his elf friend standing near the bedroom’s threshold. “It is late, so I… I am going to sleep.”

She had stopped asking for permission to sleep last week. “Yes, that’s wise,” Simon replied. “We need to be in our best shape for tomorrow.”

Belzemine gulped. “Eole is… outside,” she said, holding her hands. “She looks… unwell. I fear she will not sleep without Your Majesty’s help.”

“I’ll talk to her.” Tomorrow’s battle probably weighed heavily on her mind. “Thanks for informing me.”

Belzemine hadn’t yet fully remembered how to smile, but sometimes her lips would purse just a little bit. Those moments were fleeting like the wind, yet always wonderful to behold.

Leaving the book aside, Simon walked out of his home to Eole on the roof, staring at the starry sky with a moody scowl. Her hands gripped her baby stone’s smooth surface.

“You know, this stone was a gift from Carbuncle,” she said when she heard Simon flying and sitting next to her. “He told me that the moonlight might show me a bright future when it reflects on it.”

“And did it work?” Simon asked. “I hope it did.”

“The stone didn’t show me anything,” Eole admitted with a scoff as she turned the stone. “But it didn’t stop me from imagining things. Like the two of us raising a child here, maybe two, and growing old together in peace.” She set the stone aside. “It was a beautiful dream.”

“But it’s not one you aspire to anymore,” Simon guessed. “Not after what you saw in Uyo.”

“I can’t avert my eyes from this disaster, Simon.” Eole stared at the horizon and the pale, blue Watermoon in the sky. “I didn’t appreciate what I had here when I first left. A safe home is a priceless luxury. My ancestors found refuge from the Doom by flying here, yet so many people won’t have this chance even if we defeat Nodens–”

“When we defeat Nodens,” Simon insisted.

“When we defeat Nodens,” Eole corrected herself with a thin smile. His confidence had touched her. “I cannot simply forget about what I saw, Simon.”

“Me neither,” Simon admitted with a sigh. “I tried though.”

“Yes. Yes, I know you did.” Eole gave him a look of sympathy. “What happened in Uyo… is it exactly how you saw it? In your visions?”

“It’s somehow even worse.” Simon shook his head. “It would have been less devastating if I had stayed. I truly thought someone would step up.”

“No one expects the Overlord to save the world… but you chose to come save us.” Eole rested her head on his shoulder. “I know it’s selfish for me to say this, but… in spite of everything that happened, I’m glad we ran away together.”

“Same.” As horrible as it sounded, this year may very well have been the happiest in his life. It had brought him back from the brink after that disastrous reign in Telluria. “I suppose staying wouldn’t have helped much either. Nodens would have escaped to find your home undefended, and then completed his ritual to lay waste to the rest of the world.”

Waybright’s ghost had disabused him of the notion that the Sanctuary was an isolated paradise unconnected from the rest of the world. Its fate would determine that of the whole world. There was little point in avoiding a costly war on the surface, only to look up and watch islands falling down from the sky.

“After getting to know everyone here, I’m more determined than ever to protect you,” Simon said. “You don’t deserve what’s going to hit us tomorrow.”

“Neither do so many below,” Eole replied, her hands taking his own. “We’re returning to the surface after we win.”

It wasn’t even a question. They had both reached the same conclusion.

They couldn’t just look the other way.

“Belzemine wanted to reconnect with Frea,” Simon said. “We could meet with the White Unicorn and coordinate to defeat the remaining archfiends. It will be a start.”

“Do you think they’ll accept you as we did?”

“No,” Simon admitted. “But they might listen if Alcyone vouches for us.”

“She will. She wears her heart on her sleeve.” Eole smiled warmly. “A bit like you.”

Simon chuckled back as he stroked her cheek. “You give me too much credit, Eole.”

“And you don’t give yourself enough.” Eole stared into his eyes. “Did you see it happen? Us?”

“No,” Simon confessed.

“Then it’s the first time you will hear these words from me. They will be all the more precious for it.” Eole took his cheeks into her hands. “No matter what happens tomorrow, I want you to know this.”

She pressed her forehead against him for all of her heart and strength.

“I love you, Simon.”

Her words were warm, sincere, and they stung him like a scorpion’s tail, as the truth of their situation suddenly dawned on Simon and filled his heart with sorrow.

“What?” Eole asked upon seeing his scowl.

“I… I just fear that someday–” He felt icy fingers on his throat. “Someday you will forget those words… and I won’t.”

Eole remained silent a moment, before letting out a chuckle. “Then you’ll just have to remind me.”

She said those words so naturally, as if it were such a simple and obvious solution, that Simon allowed himself to believe in them, just this once.

“Yes, I will have to do it.” Simon leaned forward to kiss her. “Perhaps with a song?”

“Somehow… I don’t think you’ll need one,” she replied as her lips moved against his own. “I would rather dance with you.”

And so they did.




  

    
        Chapter 166: The Sanctuary in the Sky (15)

    
    
    
    
  Nodens’ crystal shuddered in anticipation inside its coffin of glass. 

The open device rested in a cathedral whose basement was filled with enough explosives to blast one of Marthrone’s districts to smithereens. Alchemical bombs, bottled fire, and even detonating fruits from the Sanctuary’s most inhospitable islands had all been gathered in one place, and Simon had rearranged the Forbidden Keep’s layout to maximize the blast’s destruction and ensure the building would collapse on Nodens, should it fail to take him out. 

Simon was alone in the room, his eyes darting to the exit hole in the ceiling he had dug to escape should Nodens somehow negate his teleportation inside his own Dungeon. Music boxes were also ready to start playing and debuff the demon’s magic before he could do anything.

Everything looks to be in order, Simon thought as he reviewed his Inventory one last time. Besides dozens of magical accessories meant to let him cover all of his bases and golems ready to deploy when appropriate, he had also stored his telescope and the Scream of the Soul grimoire; the first in the hopes he could continue observing the comet should they win today’s battle, and the second in case it somehow interacted with the reigns due to its mysterious, miasma-based nature. I wish I could have spent more time developing better lenses than bombs…

The comet’s arrival had finally allowed Simon to observe it more closely and start studying the Overlord crestone schematics… to a point. Besides the fact that the arcane script was nightmarishly complex, it also stretched out over a massive object that Simon could only see one side of. It would take multiple reigns or use of the Lighthouse’s stronger telescope to completely study it. 

“Everyone is in position, Your Majesty,” one of his branded demons informed him through telepathy. The handful of those he hadn’t purged already were either aboard the Ravenous or the Freedom Bird to coordinate with his allies. “Lord Anaximander informs us that the comet will enter the Goatfish’s constellation in roughly fifteen minutes.”

Simon tensed up as he put on his Overlord armor and began to cast his longer-lasting buffs and put on his Strength for Speed ring. All of this year of preparation had led to this moment.

The die was cast.

“I hear you cast, Deceiver.”

The sudden telepathic contact sent a jolt down Simon’s spine. He had grown so used to hearing Nodens singing his heart out that he missed his sudden silence. The trapped archfiend finally deigned to acknowledge his existence. 

“Are you quite finished?” the demon asked as darkness pulsated from his crystal. “Are you done weaving more webs and schemes to entrap me again?”

“I am not Mardok,” Simon replied, though he knew he was wasting his words. “Mardok is dead.”

“Are you lying to me, or to yourself?” Nodens let out a noise akin to a dismissive scoff. “No matter. I sense Abraxas approaching to bathe me in its baleful glow. The curtain is about to rise on the stage.”

“Your comeback tour is cancelled,” Simon said as he smashed the glass coffin and grabbed onto the crystal with his hand. He had already tried to devour it earlier, but his Title and Perk wouldn’t work while the comet had yet to shine on the Goatfish constellation. “We won’t let you cast these islands down onto the earth below.”

Nodens remained silent a moment, and then came the laughter; a vicious melody of scornful mockery and cruel delight. 

“Oh, Mardok…” The demon’s voice oozed with bottomless malice. “I’ve had four hundred years to think of how to top that performance.”

And then it happened.

Simon sensed the exact moment when the stars finally aligned and Abraxas entered the Goatfish’s constellation. The shift occurred like a pulse, a slight tilt of an invisible balance, a change in the constant tides of miasma that the comet bombarded the world’s surface with. Nodens’ crystal suddenly became the nexus of all the worlds’ evils. 

But Simon had stared into the Abyss itself, and found it wanting. 

“Devour Crestone!” he shouted, his words triggering a cacophony of music box songs lessening the miasma’s potency. He clutched the crystal and attempted to consume it, to fulfill his Devourer Title’s condition without giving Nodens time to fully incarnate. 

Black lightning crackled from Simon’s hand, and pulses of energy coursed throughout the room. The spiritual weight of his Dungeon pressed against Nodens’ power, like water trying to douse a flame too hot to be quenched. Simon heard wails of pain in the back of his mind, alongside screams of tortured souls and the gnashing of teeth, while the metallic tang of blood and the stench of warm entrails filled his nostrils. He gave his all in this clash of wills as he tried to subsume Nodens. 

His best wasn’t enough. 

A mighty shockwave threw Simon back across the cathedral, the music boxes burning out and fuming all at once. A sound of shattering glass echoed across the air, followed by a dash of pain coursing through Simon’s chest. 


Your Dungeon has been destroyed. 



Simon rose back up to find the zodiac crystal floating in the air by its own volition, free to ravage the world once more. 

“You have miscalculated, brother.”

The colossal amounts of miasma pouring out of it took the shape of a monstrous shadow whose upper part resembled a goat and the lower one that of a fish. Two malevolent eyes, the very same which had glared at him in Cocagne when merged with Casval, now stared at him with glee. 

“The comet is so close I can feel the strength of the stars surging inside of me!” The shadow raised his arms. “I am more powerful than I have ever been!”

The teal-colored Goatfish crystal radiated an unholy glow that deepened the shadows in the room, until they grew so thick they appeared to become solid. They wove themselves alongside the ever-growing cloud of miasma as it began to fill the room, causing the outlines of sinew and bones to materialize. The stench of blood and the sheer aura of menace radiating from the darkness became overwhelming as it threatened to engulf the entire cathedral. 

“Elemental Imbalance: Frost!” Simon cast on the reforming demon, before immediately activating Darkflight and fleeing through the hole in the ceiling before a half-formed clawed hand the size of a cart could grab him. That should give him a weakness to fire, and thus all the explosives in the cathedral. 

“I’ve failed!” Simon telepathically informed his allies through his bound demons. “Bomb the place!”

He emerged from the cathedral a split second before the Freedom Bird began to shell it. 

To ensure Lady Junon could participate in the fight, they had moved the Forbidden Keep’s island right above the much larger Boreas’ lake region. Vayan and the flying Champions had formed a perimeter around it alongside Alcyone’s airship and Voltobauta’s Ravenous. They danced around the island and bombarded it from all sides under a pitch black sky dominated by the dark comet. 

It didn’t take long for the manalith cannon strikes to detonate the bombs under the cathedral, setting off a chain of explosions that annihilated the Dungeon. A cataclysmic blast sent the clock tower’s top flying off alongside tons of stones and debris. Entire chunks of the castle collapsed into the water below, never to rise again.

Simon watched the spectacle from above after quickly summoning his dracozombie to carry him upward. He moved above Voltobauta’s ship, on whose deck Belzemine, Anaximander, and landbound eidolons like Carbuncle and Culebre had gathered. All of them were waiting for the signal to open up with a new bombardment. 

The Ravenous and Freedom Bird briefly ceased firing as the smoke diminished their visibility. However, while Simon couldn’t see much past the impenetrable clouds, the sheer miasma in the air had put his Dark Visionary senses on edge. 

“Nodens isn’t dead!” Simon warned his allies through his bound demons spread across the battlefield. “Mages, second wa–”

Evil engulfed the Sanctuary in an instant. 

A wave of reddish miasma erupted from the Forbidden Keep’s ruins, blowing away the smoke and hitting Simon like a tidal wave. He felt it blow over him like warm air filled with the nauseating stench of bloodied steel before carrying forward across Boreas. The entire island shuddered in its wake. Lady Junon’s network of roots wadded out of the earth like wounded snakes wriggling in pain. 

The pulse spread across the entire Sanctuary, and shattered the sky. 

There was no other way to describe it. The heavens grew red like blood and streaked with fine lines like broken glass. A weight Simon had grown accustomed to over the past year was lifted off his shoulders in a blink, much to his shock and surprise. 

Nodens had destroyed the barrier keeping the Sanctuary hidden from the world. 


Barrier shattered by Nodens, the Painbr–



The notification glitched out all of a sudden, Nodens’ title changing into one written in blood. 


Nodens, the Flayer of Worlds, has engulfed you in his Abyssal Domain. 

Nodens’ attacks will pierce through all elemental resistances. Anyone taking a wound will suffer both a permanent Bleed and Anti-Heal effect. 




Hell awaits you.



A primeval horror arose from the Forbidden Keep’s rubble, great and terrible.  

The vile monster that emerged to challenge the Sanctuary was a true vision of Hell, a beast as gigantic as Vouivre had been when empowered by the Beast Crestone. It took the shape of a mangled parody of a goatfish, at least in its outline. The upper part belonged to an anthropomorphized, skinless goat wrapped in two immense wings composed of thousands of sharp metal knives. The monster’s naked flesh and veins leaked blood by the gallons, while an apparatus of bindings and spiked chains kept his arms bound to his chest. His head, however, was the ghastliest part of all, a skeletal scalp atop a ghastly, lipless grin. A crown of spikes burst out of the back of its head, and the Goatfish crystal glowed malevolently between bloodshot eyes. 

The bottom half and tail, meanwhile, resembled an armless, mummified giant’s corpse bound in bloodsoaked straps. A lipless mouth full of fangs was the only part of the face left exposed, gnawing its teeth like a wild animal. It flailed around as Nodens slithered out of the Dungeon’s ruins to glare at the army gathering to fight him with giddy anticipation. His mere presence oozed fear and malice, and though he carried burns from the explosion, his wounds seemed frighteningly light for a detonation of such magnitude. 


Dreadmaster negated by Indomitable Crown. 



He’s huge, Simon thought, his heart beating in his chest. While Waybright described the archfiend as taking this form during their final fight, he was never that gigantic. Abraxas’ greater proximity had allowed him to achieve new heights of power. At least he’s a bigger target now. 

The mere sight of the abomination caused some of the Champions to start breaking ranks as the aura of terror briefly overtook their mind, and Simon could hardly blame them. Thankfully, Eole’s voice blasted out of the Freedom Bird’s loudspeakers like it did in the previous reign and filled the warriors’ hearts with courage.  

“Mages, fire!” Simon ordered his allies as he began to spellcast himself. “Gigatox!”

A rain of spells targeted Nodens from all sides. Belzemine, Anaximander, Voltobauta, Ruto, and every spellcaster present unleashed their most potent sorceries, from fireballs capable of blasting apart castle walls to bits to floating ghostly skulls and beams of solid moonlight. Simon himself rained down poison and had his dracozombie join in with its wretched breath. 

“How kind of you, brother,” Nodens said with a wicked grin, his voice brimming with gleeful cruelty, “To bring me an audience!”

The mummified mouth on the tip of his tail let out a soul-rending noise.

The droning note coming out of the tail wormed its way into Simon’s brain and set it ablaze, filling him with a wave of nausea and unsettling anguish. A vivid hallucination of Bert’s iron maiden closing on him briefly flared in his mind before being repelled by his Perks. 


Terror and Madness negated by Indomitable Crown!



The rest of the army didn’t have such luck. 

The wail turned into a baleful song of haunting, strident notes that drowned out even Eole’s voice. Many Champions screamed in pain and horror, their minds assaulted by whatever visions Simon’s Perks spared him from; they held their heads with their hands, either flailing in place or losing control of their flight and falling to the ground. Only a handful of people like Tybalt or those close enough to the speakers to still hear Eole’s voice avoided that fate. 

Nodens let out a wicked laugh and quickly unfolded his giant wings, literally waving away most of the weaker magical projectiles thrown at him. Simon’s Gigatox, Anaximander’s beam, and Voltobauta’s ectoplasmic burst all managed to hit their target, but only Belzemine’s potent fireball elicited a true grunt of pain as it struck the giant in the chest and burned his flesh. Nodens quickly took flight with agility that belied his immense size, the flaps of his wings throwing thousands of knife-like blades at everyone. The projectiles struck dozens of targets, cutting wings or tearing Voltobauta’s ghosts to shreds. Every slash, no matter how light, caused an immediate hemorrhage due to the Abyssal Domain’s effect. 

Vayan, who had waited for this exact moment as part of their battle plan, lunged at the archfiend faster than the wind. The eidolon cloaked himself in a current of air and charged with his talons out. 

Other Champions were supposed to join in and help pin the archfiend down, but the tail’s song had disoriented most of them. Only Tybalt, Zeal, and her racker—whom Simon had equipped with a Darkflight ring for mobility—followed the Sky-Father into melee. They tackled and struck, with Vayan lacerating Nodens’ chest while his allies sliced and lashed at his neck. 

The plan had been to force Nodens to the ground and into melee where he was at his weakest, and it would have worked had he been at the assumed size. However, the Flayer of Worlds’ current shape meant the assault was akin to a large cat and mice trying to pounce on a lion. Nodens’ spiked chains suddenly sprang to life like snakes and lashed out at his attackers, forcing Tybalt and Zeal back while whipping Vayan off him. 

Meanwhile, Nodens’ horrible melody continued to rise in intensity. The screams of its victims echoed with it and joined into a dreadful chorus. It was a sad fact of ailments that no equipment or preparations could cover them all, but Waybright’s information never mentioned an insanity song as part of the demon’s repertoire. 

“The minds of mortal creatures are such fragile and sensitive machines,” Nodens informed Simon through their telepathic communication. “Mystical stimulation of their brain can stimulate so many emotions: fear, despair, anguish…” The archfiend’s grin somehow widened even further. “Pain.”

It’s the same song, Simon realized. Nodens was now intoning the same melody he had been rehearsing for months. “You were practicing.” 

“Imagine the worst pain you have ever felt, distilled into your very soul,” Nodens taunted Simon as he tossed Vayan off his back and then got off the Forbidden Keep’s island. “Imagine seeing things so awful, you would rather claw out your eyes rather than keep watching, or feeling your skin being peeled away from beneath, until insanity becomes your last refuge.” 

Realizing he had to act now, Simon had his dracozombie dive towards the maddened Champions and began to sing a tune of his own. “When silence offers no respite, death’s trumpets shall herald your end! Sing my praise, Culebre Chainpiper!”

His Dark Eidolon materialized at his side in a blast of miasma with a thunderous cacophony. 

“In the end, the pain will grow so terrible that listeners will kill themselves to escape it. This stage will carry my song to the winds, so all may partake in this fatal performance!” Nodens’ malicious laugh echoed as his chains extended to strike at Simon. “I will shepherd this entire world to suicide!”

“In your dreams!” Simon snarled back as he deftly dodged a chain lunging at him. “Culebre!”

The dark eidolon’s trumpet unleashed a cacophony so loud that it drowned out Nodens’ melody. Culebre’s song of control overtook the screaming kishs’ and harpies’ minds, replacing their pain with the mercy of silent obedience.  

“It seems audiences prefer my song to yours,” Simon taunted him. “Culebre, gather all the kish and harpies you can and have them follow the plan!”

An enraged Nodens hissed and began to incant a spell, but neither Voltobauta’s undead nor the Freedom Bird’s crew were thankfully affected by his baleful song. The Ravenous harpooned Nodens by the tail like a whale and forcefully pulled him back, while Alcyone’s airship fired another volley of manalith cannon blasts. Nodens was forced to protect himself with his wings.

“Closer to the ground!” Voltobauta ordered his troops as the Ravenous pulled a struggling Nodens towards the forests near the lake, which would allow Lady Junon to join in. “Pull that whale to the shore!”

Leaving his eidolon to shepherd and rally the victims, Simon flew closer to the Ravenous and cast Putrefy on Nodens’ tail. Belzemine, Anaximander, and Voltobauta also joined in, pelting the singing mouth with projectiles in an attempt to silence it.

The mummified tail’s bandages suddenly unwrapped like tentacles. Some moved in front of the spells’ trajectory to intercept them, while others struck the deck at immense speed. Voltobauta, Belzemine, and a few other spellcasters managed to dodge, but some were less lucky than others. Anaximander, in particular, was struck in the shoulder.

The bandage ripped off his skin like a cloak.

There was no other way to describe the horrific scene. The bandage touched Anaximander’s shoulder and unfurled his skin off his body, pulling it out and leaving his naked flesh exposed. The elf screamed in agony as the domain’s magic caused him to bleed from everywhere at once. Everyone else struck by the bandages suffered the same fate, drowning the deck under gallons of blood.  

“Anaximander!” Simon shouted in horror, his eyes burning with fury as Belzemine rushed to try and save the victims from death. “You’ll pay for that!” 

The fires of Hell poured out of his eyes in a torrent of malice, striking the tip of the tail with such intensity he incinerated the bandages around its singing mouth. The flames of his fury unveiled a rotting, eyeless head of stitched flesh; all the while, colossal and thorny roots arose from the ground below to coil and crush around Nodens’ tail. The song came to an end, but something far more unsettling than screams or wails replaced it. 

The mouth instead moaned in pleasure. 

“Did you forget, brother? I like the pain.” Nodens’ eyes shone with power as he completed his incantation. “Burning Abyss!” 

He uttered a word of power, and a sea of flames engulfed the world at his command.

  

    
        Chapter 167: The Sanctuary in the Sky (16)

    
    
    
    
  Nodens set the world on fire. 

Burning Abyss was one of the most dreaded Tier IX spells in existence, because its radius could reach hundreds of feet centered around the caster. Anything caught within its range was immediately set on fire… including its own user. 

Having been warned by Waybright that it would be part of the demon’s arsenal, Simon had hoped to dissuade Nodens from casting it by applying Elemental Imbalance to  curse him with fire vulnerability. He had miscalculated. The archfiend set everything around him ablaze, laughing as the flames consumed his flesh and cooked him alive. 

Lady Junon’s roots squirmed in pain as they burned; the Freedom Bird’s paint melted away and its engines exploded from the sudden heat, the airship quickly losing altitude; and the flying champions closest to Nodens were swiftly immolated, their screams of pain filling the air. 

The only group to avoid the worst of the effects was Voltobauta’s crew. The runes engraved in the Ravenous absorbed most of the flames, the same way they had once negated Simon’s attempt to sink it, and Belzemine shielded the crew with anti-fire buffs. The ship continued to drag Nodens to the ground, while Simon gave pursuit after switching his current ring for one of Cursed Flame. He trusted Alcyone and Eole to evacuate the Freedom Bird before impact. 

Immolating himself while being under the effect of an Elemental Imbalance hadn’t done much damage to Nodens. His flayed flesh now looked like a cooked steak leaving steaming blood in its wake, but his grin had only grown ghastlier. 

How much damage could he take?

“Gravity…” A flayed and bleeding Anaximander incantated on the Ravenous’ deck. “Tide!”

Drawing upon the gravitational energies of the Watermoon floating high above them, the elven archmage called upon a wave of telekinetic force that struck Nodens from above and pressed him down to the ground. He crashed into the ashes of the burning forest below in a cataclysmic crash. Simon quickly joined in by hammering Nodens with Mindflayer in an attempt to disrupt his concentration. It didn’t need to hurt the demon, just distract him. 

While this strategy had worked against the archfiend when he had merged with Casval—who didn’t share his possessor’s sadomasochist tendencies—the demon ignored the assault and countered with a spell of his own. “Torment Chains!”

His magic tore multiple rifts in reality around him, opening a variety of holes each over sixty feet wide. Enormous, spiked crimson chains thicker than bridges erupted from them and struck the Ravenous from all sides. They coiled around its masts and hull, crushing any crewmate unlucky enough to be in their path, then tore the entire vessel apart with phenomenal force. Simon caught a glimpse of Belzemine and Voltobauta both flying away from the deck, with the former carrying a bleeding Anaximander in her arms, but the rest were crushed by the chains. 

The gravity tide crushing Nodens lost its potency and the archfiend began to rise up again. An enraged Simon immediately ordered his dracozombie to get into melee range before he could recover. He summoned a specially crafted morning star carved from Lady Junon’s own wood to his hand and smashed Nodens’ skull with his inhuman might. The blow, empowered by the dryad’s holy nature, shattered some of the archfiend’s fangs and left a crack in his jaw. Nodens waved one of his metal wings at him in an attempt to strike, but the dracozombie managed to fly away in time. 

“Simon!” Simon looked up to see Tybalt, Zeal’s squad, and Culebre’s flock of brainwashed Champions descending upon Nodens. “We’re here!”

Nodens stared up at them with malice. “Gorgon Gaze.”


Petrification negated by Unyielding Essence.



It was an unfortunate fact of life that there was no foolproof, blanket protection against all possible ailments. Simon had distributed various rings of ailment protection, but he only covered some of them. 

As a result, half of the Champions were instantly turned to stone and shattered onto the earth below. Tybalt, Zeal, her bound demon, and the remaining Champions guided by Culebre fearlessly fell upon Nodens like a swarm of wasps assaulting a bear. Tybalt drove his blade into Nodens’ left eye, and Zeal ordered her Tamer-empowered thrall to tear out the right. Blood poured out of the archdemon’s eye sockets while the other Champions hacked at his wings with their holy weapons. 

Nodens roared as they managed to sever his left wing from his body, but he quickly retaliated. His naked flesh oozed blood that immediately transformed into a crimson mist expanding from him. Its mere contact melted the flesh off the bones of anyone it touched. The Champions were stripped down to their skeletons in an instant. 

Tybalt’s Guardian Class granted him mighty stat bonuses and various immunities when fighting on a territory he defended, so he and Culebre alone managed to survive and back away. Queen Zeal and her tamed demon alike were consumed with a shriek alongside her kindred, their strength found wanting.  

The mist expanded until it threatened to cover most of Boreas, only for a mighty gust to sweep it aside and away from Simon. 

Sky-Father Vayan had taken position a hundred feet away from Nodens, anchoring himself to the ground with his talons and breathing out a gust mighty enough to uproot trees. The archfiend nearly tumbled from the impact. 

“Magic Up, Wind Amp!” Ruto continuously cast buffs on Vayan. Culebre also joined them, his melody strengthening the Sky-Father further. “Pierce Wind!” 

Nodens used his only remaining wing to protect himself, then glared at Ruto with his bloodied, eyeless gaze. “Atopere.” 

All of Ruto’s limbs were suddenly sliced off his body; his legs, his arms, his wings, and even his head. He fell onto the ground below in a pile of severed parts and bloody chunks whose sight twisted Simon’s stomach. 

“Ruto!” Vayan roared in horror and fury at his speaker’s demise, the winds increasing in potency. “Murderer!” 

“Disappear!” Nodens snarled at Vayan as one of its bound claws pointed at the eidolon. “Hurricane!” 

Nodens cast the same tornado spell he had used in Cocagne, but his comet-boosted strength caused it to live up to its name. The archfiend unleashed a massive typhoon that overpowered Vayan’s own gale and tore Boreas’ crust off the island. 

Realizing the danger, Simon quickly dismissed Culebre before the blast could hit him, causing the Dark Eidolon to vanish back into miasma and teleport back to his original self’s location. Vayan, however, was struck head-on and blown across Boreas. 

The Sky-Father had been beaten at his own element. 

“I won’t lie,” Voltobauta said as he flew up to Simon’s side alongside Belzemine, his cape having turned into bat wings. Tybalt, and an Alcyone-carrying Eole joined up with them. The kish among them looked grim, pale, and furious, and who could blame them after losing Ruto? “This looks unwinnable.”

“It’s not,” Alcyone insisted, her copy of the Mana Sword gleaming in her hand. “Nodens isn’t regenerating from the damage we inflict, and he has lost a wing. We have him stranded.”

Simon froze upon noticing the absence of someone among them. “Is Anaxim–” Belzemine’s sorrowful scowl told him all he needed to know, his hands clenching in rage and grief. “No…”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Belzemine apologized, “The Anti-Heal effect reapplies itself as soon as I can lift it. All I could do was delay the bleeding.” 

Eole’s eyes widened in horror as she looked at her father. The wounds he received from the melting mist earlier looked severe. “Dad, you need to fly away–”

“I’ll die before I can escape his Domain's range,” her father replied sternly, causing his daughter to flinch. His tone immediately softened upon seeing her reaction. “I’m immune to Bleed, Eole, so I can last some time.” 

“We can save our wounded if we kill Nodens quickly enough and cancel out his Abyssal Domain,” Simon reassured Eole, though he struggled to believe in it himself. 

“Eole, buff us,” Alcyone ordered as she waved her hand at the group, her Class activating. “I’ll engage him in melee with Simon and Tybalt. Belzemine, Volto, cover us with long-range projectiles.”


Alcyone added you to her Party! You received an experience and stat boost!



With no other option than to follow Alcyone’s plan, Simon charged ahead of the group. Eole’s song echoed behind him, time slowing down to a crawl as his perception sharpened. 


Haste and Mirage status applied! 



The entire group grew faster and left afterimages in their wake that blurred their movements. Nodens turned to face them, then struggled against the bindings holding his torso with a demonic roar. 

His arms broke free in a burst of power. 

Moving with surprising speed for his size, Nodens grabbed his remaining wing, ripped it off his shoulder, and then threw it at the group with all of his might. The knives composing it split off into a massive storm of blades. 

“Behind me!” Simon ordered his allies as he channeled a Chaos Wave through his hand, repelling the projectiles in front of him. Eole and Belzemine hid behind him and were spared, while Voltobauta and Tybalt managed to dodge on their own. 

Unfortunately, his dracozombie was struck in multiple spots, its wings torn to shreds. Simon was forced to dismiss it and activate Darkflight to continue his assault, rushing at Nodens with all the speed Eole’s song granted him. The demon opened his mouth, perhaps to blast them, but Alcyone quickly waved her hand at him. Runes flared on her skin and materialized a cart-sized, flying fist of stone that punched Nodens in the jaw hard enough to force it closed. 

This gave Simon and Tybalt an opportunity to smash his head with their weapons. They both landed critical hits that caused the archfiend to reel, shattering one of the spikes coming out of his skull and causing miasmic brain matter to leak out of his head. Unfortunately, Warmonger’s additional effects failed to affect Nodens. 


Anti-Heal curse negated!



Eole dropped Alcyone onto Nodens, with the Adventurer slicing into his chest as she fell. Her lesser Mana Sword proved as effective against the archfiend as it had been against Simon, the wounds she left shining with holy light and causing Nodens to hiss in annoyance. Voltobauta revealed two of the handheld cannons he used against Simon in the previous reign and opened fire, while Belzemine unleashed fireballs that incinerated their enemy all the way to the bone. 

The demon directed his animated chains at them and flung his arms in an attempt to repel them all, all while attempting to smash Alcyone, but the Adventurer was a blur of speed too fast for Simon’s eyes to follow. She danced around the demon and lacerated him from all sides, her sword leaving bleeding scars everywhere it touched. Voltobauta and Belzemine deflected the chains with their projectiles, allowing Simon and Tybalt to keep striking and slashing at their giant foe unperturbed. Each of their blows broke bones or opened new wounds. 

Nodens’ tail, now an exposed charred corpse topped with a faceless mouth, suddenly tensed and let out a terrifyingly powerful wail so loud, so mighty, that it briefly repelled everyone back with a shockwave. 


Heavy Wind damage! Instadeath negated by Unyielding Essence!



The Aureole spells Belzemine had applied to her allies saved them from death, with Simon and Tybalt circling Nodens before rushing back at him for another blow. 

“Buffs, eh?” Nodens’ grunts turned into scornful laughter as he waved his hands. “Rain Spell, Spellscar!” 

A wave of miasma erupted from the archfiend, and a thousand invisible daggers sliced Simon from all sides. 

There was no other way to describe it. Phantom blades peeled his soul and flesh, stripping him of his buffs and magic. Shadowshield, Haste, Mirage, even Darkflight, all of his buffs and lingering effects were stripped from him. Bleeding wounds appeared all over his body. 

Worse, the effects spread to all of his allies. While Eole only took a handful of slashes marring her pristine skin and Voltobauta didn’t look harmed in the slightest, Alcyone and Belzemine were nearly eviscerated, with the former stumbling. The slashes striking Tybalt proved so violent it chopped his head off his shoulders, to Eole’s wail of horror. “Father!” 


All buffs flayed away! Massive Metal damage! Anti-Heal and Bleed ailments applied!



As Belzemine warned him, the effects immediately reapplied a second after the likes of Lovestruck transferred them to a bound demon. He could feel the blood rushing through his armor’s gaps, draining him of his strength. 

Simon lost his Darkflight and fell alongside Tybalt, with Eole diving to catch him. All of them seemed to have lost their buffs, which Nodens swiftly exploited. 

“Doublecast,” Nodens said, pointing at the slowed Belzemine and Alcyone with his hands. “Torturous Polymorph, Penance Cross.”

A cross-shaped contraption appeared right behind Alcyone and caught her with barbed wires, crucifying her and leaving bleeding gashes on her arms. The Adventurer bit her tongue rather than scream as she struggled to free herself, but though she managed to teleport a few feet away with Fast-Travel—the barrier being down and the Abyssal Domain left open—the cross remained attached to her. 

However, her torment paled compared to what happened to Belzemine. 

The elf underwent a hideous transformation mid–movement, her body shrinking and melding into a single blob. She became a roiling, fatty wave of flesh falling down the earth; a faceless, amorphous tumor with two fearful eyes, and no mouth to scream with. 

The pain was too great for Simon to call her name as she bounced off the ground, even as Eole managed to catch him and avert a disastrous fall. That relief only lasted a brief second before one of Nodens’ chains lashed Eole from behind and threw them both to the earth, Simon’s vision briefly going white from the concussion. He and his lover lay in the ashes, leaving Voltobauta alone to hold back Nodens with cannonfire and spells. 

“Eole?” Simon immediately forced himself back to his feet in spite of his bleeding draining him of his strength and moved to his unconscious lover’s side. “Eole!”

She was breathing, but bleeding from the head. 

Fear overtook Simon’s heart as he immediately opened his inventory and pulled out one of his Ring of Anti-Bleeding. He quickly put it on Eole’s finger, hoping to preserve her life, and then switched his current ring for his spare copy. His wounds ceased to hemorrhage for a moment.  


Bleeding ailment suppressed.



Not negated. Suppressed.

Simon heard a disgusting crunching noise right above him. He looked up to see Nodens looming over him. His tail’s mouth had closed on Voltobauta and chewed him between its fangs. 

“Debilitating, isn’t it? The more buffs Spellscar dispels, the more damage it inflicts.” Nodens raised his hands above his head. “Forcing me into four centuries of sensory deprivation with no other pastime than tinkering with new torments was the mistake of your life, brother.”

Green particles gathered in his palms, which immediately reminded Simon of Frea’s Nova spell… except the glowing sphere of raw mana forming above the demon was swiftly transforming into a small star brighter than the sun itself. 

Forgive me, Carbuncle, Simon thought as he moved in front of Eole and began to utter his summoning chant. “When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self! Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

“Scream for me!” Nodens snarled back as he flung the arcane sphere straight at Simon. “Supernova!” 

Darkness swirled and a mirror appeared behind Simon, empowering him with its Auspice. 

Nodens’ cataclysmic attack hit a spherical, nearly invisible barrier surrounding Simon like a ball striking a wall. Though Simon sensed immense pressure battering down on him, his Mirror effect held and bounced the projectile back at its sender. 

Nodens’ own spell struck him in the chest, and all of Boreas shook from the impact.

The cataclysmic explosion threw the giant archfiend back, sent tons of ashes flying into the air, and blasted trees away. Carbuncle’s Devil-Mirror form shielded Simon and Eole from the shockwave by floating in front of them like a shield, while Alcyone’s cross and Belzemine were tossed away beyond Simon’s sight. 

When the light dimmed, the left half of Nodens’ torso was gone. His arm had been vaporized, his ribcage and the pulsating miasma serving as his organs left exposed, his crystal gleaming atop a sundered skull. 

And in spite of that, the archfiend was still alive. 

“Har… Vester,” Nodens rasped.

His chains roamed the bloody battleground and greedily grabbed any corpse they could find lying around. They picked Tybalt’s remains and severed body parts, then dragged them back to the archfiend. A horrified Simon could only watch as his friends’ flesh merged with Nodens like grafted organs, slowly reforming the parts incinerated by his own spell. 

Nodens was regenerating. 

This is a nightmare, Simon thought, the claws of despair slowly sinking into his heart. A nightmare.

If Nodens was among the weakest Zodiac Fiends, then the stronger ones must become civilization-destroyers under the comet’s glow. Nothing short of all the Noble Class users gathered together could save the world. 

An enormous shadow flew over Simon, the flap of its wings blowing a gust across the battlefield. The wounded Sky-Father hovering over him, his avian gaze full of grim resolve. 

“Overlord Simon.” Vayan glanced at the devastation and the bleeding Eole before letting out a deep breath. “Form a pact with me. Now.”

All their red lines had been crossed.

Simon clenched his jaw and nodded, immediately accepting a notification the moment it popped up. 


The Abyss bore witness to your Pact, which no power in the planes may break. 

You have formed a Dark Eidolon Pact with Vayan, the Storm-Father. 



Simon dismissed Carbuncle, returning him from whence he came, then sang a chant rising from the depths of his soul. “The Abyss lies empty, its gates rattling in the wind! Blow away their hopes, Storm-Father Vayan!” 

The power of darkness flowed through Vayan, and his roar filled all who listened with fear. 

  

    
        Chapter 168: The Sanctuary in the Sky (17)

    
    
    
    
  Storms heralded Vayan’s rebirth. 

While normally only the size of Casval’s draconic form, Vayan had now grown to rival Vouivre when not empowered by the Beast Crestone. He had moved to stand on his hind legs, his multicolored feathers and scales turned a bloody crimson, his golden armor now made of spiked steel, and his wings transformed into airship turbines firing pressurized heat streams. His serpentine tail had turned into a mechanical, coiling dynamo twisting the air around it into a windstorm crackling with lightning. His vulture-like beak let out a mighty shriek that hurt Simon’s ears to listen to. The very air pressure had grown unbearably heavier. 


Vayan, the Storm-Father 

Level 75 Eidolon of Storms, War, Recklessness, and the Kish

Avian/Elemental

Auspice: Stormlord: Your Wind affinity is temporarily increased by one stage, and Wind attacks will pierce through Resistance. 



Simon knew something was wrong the moment he completed the summoning.

The first sign was the fact Vayan’s level exceeded his own, which should have been impossible for a Visionary. A summoner whose Eidolon’s level exceeded their own could only call on a diminished avatar. 

The second sign was the enormous psychic strain Vayan’s new form put on Simon. Maintaining this Dark Eidolon’s mere existence tired him greatly, unlike Carbuncle and Culebre. He felt like a rabid dog’s owner struggling to keep his hands on a strained leash. 

The third and final sign was that Vayan nearly stomped him and Eole. 

Simon barely managed to pull his lover out of the way before Vayan’s talons fell on them with fearsome strength. The Dark Eidolon went on a savage tantrum, striking the ground again and again. 

“Vayan!” Simon shouted. “Calm yourself!”

The Storm-Father answered his words with a roar to the wind, his dynamo-tail unleashing streams of pressurized wind that sliced the land apart and forced Simon to duck out of their way. Vayan showed no sign he had even noticed his summoner, let alone listened to him. Simon couldn’t see any hint of intelligence in his white eyes, no trace of the old Sky-Father’s reason. A savage fury akin to Thalas’ own Primal Regression had taken hold of him. 

I do not control him, Simon realized in horror. He won’t listen to me.

Vayan had warned Simon that the Abyss’ power was not malevolent by nature, but always dangerous. Here was the catch to his ability: a Dark Visionary could summon Eidolons whose power exceeded his own, at the cost of losing control of them. 

However, luck would have it that Nodens was the biggest object in sight, and the berserk Vayan didn’t take his despoiling of kish corpses kindly. The Dark Eidolon immediately rushed at the regenerating archfiend without warning and interrupted his regeneration. 

Though Nodens remained larger still, he had only absorbed enough corpses to heal his torso, leaving him without an arm and half his face. The Storm-Father tackled him with such ferocity that Nodens was tossed to his back and pinned to the ground. Vayan’s talons lacerated the demon’s torso so deeply he tore out the grafted flesh and his beak ripped out his throat. Nodens desperately struggled to push him back with his only remaining arm, yet when he tried to utter a spell, Vayan proved quicker by slashing his face and interrupting his incantation.

Even in his berserk state, Vayan was bound to defend the kish people; and though Nodens was stronger, he remained a spellcaster at heart. His size was the main reason he had managed to hold his own in close-combat against the Champions, but he was now confronted with an opponent that could rival him. One who thrived in savage barbarism. 

He was a Mage forced into a melee with a Berserker. 

Light shone at Simon’s side, and when it dimmed, three figures stood next to him: a horrified Lady Junon, who immediately rushed to Eole’s side to check on her; a wounded Alcyone, who bore terrible wounds on her hands and feet from her prior crucifixion; and Voltobauta, who looked rather healthy after having been chewed out by an archfiend, except for one little detail. 

He was as translucent as a ghost, his Noble Crestone floating where his heart should have been. 

“A Necromancer is not so easily destroyed,” Voltobauta mused upon noticing Simon’s surprise. 

“Thank the Mana Goddess, you are both alive,” Lady Junon rejoiced. Her feet showed burns, likely representing the roots burned away by Nodens’ Burning Abyss. “But Vayan…”

“I… I can’t control him in this state… Lady Junon,” Simon admitted. Merely stringing words together was a struggle from the mere exhaustion of maintaining Vayan. “His power exceeds mine…”

“He’s handling himself quite well,” Voltobauta noted as Vayan continued to savage Nodens. The two exchanged bites like beasts trying to eat each other alive, though the archfiend was clearly trying to force the Dark Eidolon back long enough to cast a spell. 

Can he win? Simon wondered as he struggled to focus. Vayan wielded immense power in his new form, but he showed neither strategy nor forethought in his attacks; only bestial, berserk savagery. Moreover, the miasma fumes pouring out of his body told Simon his new summon was burning itself out. He’s going to disappear soon.  

“I don’t think… he can win…,” Simon admitted, wincing from the psychic backlash of keeping Vayan in his current state. “Can’t… maintain connection for long…”

“Then we have to act now, while Nodens is on his last legs and unable to recover,” Alcyone decided, runes on her skin flaring and causing spheres of holy light to swirl around her. “Volto, use The Last Dance on me.”

Whatever she asked for left the Necromancer aghast. “You won’t live to see the sunrise if I do that!”

“We have to finish him now, and none of us will survive the hour!” Alcyone insisted as she cast multiple runic buffs on her blade. “Do it now!”

Voltobauta hesitated, then waved a spectral hand at her. Simon’s heart skipped a beat when a familiar spectral five appeared over Alcyone’s head, marking her with a death sentence. 

“No…” Simon muttered in horror. “Why?”

“Because it’s what I do, and one life is cheaper than thousands,” Alcyone replied. Her body radiated power. “Let’s go, Volto.”

“I confess my combat prowess is significantly diminished in my current form,” Voltobauta admitted with uncharacteristic quietness, “Would someone kindly lend me a body?”

“I can provide.” Simon rasped as he opened his Inventory and released three, twelve-foot tall steel golems he had hoped to deploy against Nodens. “Take your… pick.”

“Much obliged.” Voltobauta’s ghost entered one of the golems and animated it, the Necromancer Crestone embedding into the machine’s chest and immediately manifesting his Class outfit over its metallic frame. The possessed construct immediately began to levitate in the air. “Can you restrain him, Lady Junon?”

“I can.” The dryad pressed her hands against the ground. “Simon, please lend your strength to Vayan a little longer.”

Simon clenched his jaw and focused in an attempt to stabilize the flow of miasma pouring through the Storm-Father, while Alcyone, Voltobauta, and the two remaining golems charged at their enemy. 

Alas, Simon’s efforts were of little effect. Nodens had managed to cast Torment Chains again, the bindings and shackles coiling around Vayan’s neck and limbs to pull him back and allow the archfiend to free himself. It didn’t take long for Nodens to start turning the tables on his attacker and begin strangling him with his remaining arm. 

Roots suddenly surged out of the ground and grabbed Nodens’ hands, tail, and neck from behind, pulling him away from Vayan. The archfiend shrieked and cast his bleeding mist magic again, his blood turning into acidic fumes that rotted away both Vayan’s scales and Lady Junon’s roots. Scars formed on the dryad’s legs as she clenched her jaw in pain, but she held firm. 

The enraged Vayan roared, his breath unleashing a devastating gust that blew away the mist and nearly knocked Nodens back before a chain bound his beak shut. Voltobauta exploited the opportunity by flying over Nodens and casting a spell that reminded Simon of Ectoplasmer… except he fired dozens of specters in quick succession. The soul projectiles hit Nodens on the head and broke his concentration. The two lesser golems might as well be rats biting a lion’s tail, but they did their part, grabbing and keeping Nodens’ second mouth closed.  

It was Alcyone who did the most damage as she lunged at the archfiend at phenomenal speed, hopping her way up across his torso while slashing him with her fake Mana Sword. She struck with power twice, perhaps thrice greater than what she commanded during the last bout, even as the number above her head continued to count down. Voltobauta’s magic had literally traded her life for power. 

The balls of light surrounded her swirled and struck Nodens with holy power, each of them leaving a small hole in his already seared flesh. The wounds the Adventurer inflicted did not heal, and she had now reached his throat for a fatal blow. 

“Fire Amp!” Nodens cast in a final attempt to defeat his foes. “Burning Abyss!” 

The archfiend set himself and the world alight. 

Vayan, Alcyone, the golems, and roots alike were all immolated in unholy hellfire. Voltobauta alone managed to fly out of the spell’s range, while everyone else was caught in the blaze. Junon screamed in agony as her roots—and one of her legs—turned to ashes, while the golems melted back into puddles of metal. Vayan shrieked as the flames roasted him alive, and his pain rippled back to Simon through the connection they shared. He could feel the Dark Eidolon’s suffering, the bitter kiss of the flames devouring him and Nodens. 

Must break… connection… Simon thought with a scrambled brain, the backlash becoming unbearable. He recalled Vayan’s warning that an Eidolon’s demise could harm or even kill him. Dis… miss!

He ended the bond connecting him to the Storm-Father, causing Vayan to collapse back into raw miasma. His former self teleporting back to Simon’s side, weakened and dying. 

But no flames could stop Alcyone. Imbuing her sword with frost magic until it turned into a claymore of ice, she leaped at Nodens’ skull with all of her strength and struck true even as she had become a living torch. 

She swung her blade and beheaded the demon in a final swing.  

The blow was so strong it sent Nodens’ skull rolling off the pyre his body had become. Oceans of miasma poured out of his neck, blasted Alcyone back, and began to cannibalize the archfiend’s own beheaded corpse. Voltobauta braved that evil smoke and the flames to grab his ally before she could crash onto the ground below. 

“Vayan…” A wounded Lady Junon whispered as she touched the Sky-Father, who lay on his side with mana particles leaving his wounded body. “Vayan, listen to me.”

Forcing himself back to his feet, Simon left them behind as he forced himself to walk past the ashes. Nodens’ domain remained active, so it wasn’t over yet, but he would end things here and now. 


You have left Alcyone’s party. 



Simon’s heart hardened as he realized what that message meant. He walked up to what remained of Nodens’ skull; a mere fragment of his face already dissipating into the miasma that created this avatar. Only the Goatfish crystal remained pristine and undamaged, its light glowing with malevolence. 

“Defeated by a human… again?!” The bitter anger in Nodens’ voice brought Simon a measure of satisfaction. “All those centuries of rehearsal cannot have been for nothing!”

“I told you your comeback tour was cancelled.” Simon grabbed the crystal and tore it out of the skull, causing it to collapse back into smoke. “Cancel your Abyssal Domain and lift the curse you placed on Belzemine, and I might yet let you live.”

“The elf? Are you pleading for an elf?!” A mocking, scornful laughter answered him. “My Torturous Polymorph spell is permanent, Deceiver! I cannot remove the effect once it is applied!”

Simon scowled in fury and frustration. He was pretty sure Nodens was lying and that his magic could be undone, even if the demon couldn’t do it himself.

“If I had known cursing one of your pawns would pain you so, I would have tormented more,” Nodens declared with all of his spite and malevolence. “And suffer she shall, oh yes! Her flayed nerves will drive her mad with pain for the rest of her short existence! She would scream if she had a mouth! Scream!”

“This crystal is your unyielding spirit incarnate, to the point I can’t store it in my Inventory. Not even the Noble Heroes could damage it. So tell me, if I were to devour it right here and now…”

Simon glared at the crystal and peered at the vile spirit it housed. 

“Where are you going to go?”

Nodens’ silence was an answer in itself. 

“Is there anywhere for dead demons to go at all? The Abyss? Abraxas’ bosom? Or will everything just… end?” Simon gripped the crystal with all the strength of his hatred. “Let’s find out, shall we?”

He could feel it in his bones. The undeniable superiority that came from besting Nodens at his strongest, under the glow of the comet that gave him life in the first place. That was why his Devourer Title required him to best him then; so Abraxas could witness, without the shadow of the doubt, that the Overlord was the superior symbol of terror who would suffer no competition.  

“Please, don’t…” Nodens’ voice broke with an all-too human emotion: fear. “No, please! Brother, I beg of you!”


Devour Crestone?



“Please don–”

Simon mercilessly shattered the crystal. 

Cataclysmic amounts of miasma poured out of it, which he inhaled like smoke, drinking Nodens’ spirit and delighting in his final wail. He dined on his screams and pain, consuming all that he was and would ever be. 

Memories flooded his mind in a jumbled, chaotic flow. The picture of an eye looking from the earth below and giving him shape and purpose; flashes of gore and blood, of delightful screams joining with his music; the gleam of a great star promising him endless fun in return for servitude, which he granted; a glimpse of uncultured humans, elves, and mortals gathering to stop him from fulfilling his grandest performance yet; the annoying voice of Mardok taunting him from inside his prison through human lips; and finally, the last and greatest terror men called death. 

Nodens’ Domain collapsed as Simon returned to reality. A fiery halo soon appeared above his head, a phantasmal crown of fire floating over his helmet. It burned with wicked, smokeless flames whose glow crackled with spectral pictures of screaming damned souls. 


You have obtained the Crown of Sin Perk. This replaces Devour Crestone IV. 

Crown of Sin (Active): You can equip an unholy halo fueled by the malice of a defeated Zodiac Fiend. You may gain an additional Crown each time you consume a Zodiac Fiend’s crystal at full power, but you can only equip one at once.

Crown of Pain (Active): The Goatfish’s Crown. Wounds you inflict will immediately result in a permanent Anti-Heal and Bleed effect. Additionally, you can attempt to forcefully banish a single target that you touch to a private pocket dimension of eternal torture, where they will endure unspeakable torments. The captive will remain there until you successfully use this ability on someone else, at which point the new captive will switch places with the old one.



Then came the flow of sweet experience, bringing him to the heights of bliss and pleasure. 


Level 66 Overlord Perk: Darkbound III (Active): You can draw upon the power of Hell to assume a gargantuan size, gaining immense reach and strength at the cost of diminished agility. Your current equipment will grow to match your size. 

Level 67 Overlord Perk: Anathemic Secrecy IV (Active): Deceit is in your flesh. You can polymorph into anyone whose soul gem you ingest, becoming a perfect copy of the individual. Though you do not copy the individuals’ Class, Perks, knowledge, or supernatural abilities, the mimicry is otherwise perfect, and all forms of magical detection or divination will mistake you for the original. You can end the effect by spitting out the gem at will. 



Dozens of experienced Class users had participated in this battle, splitting the experience between the survivors, yet Simon received enough to gain two levels; and he could tell the third was just around the corner. 

The System had apparently treated Nodens’ comet-empowered form as a separate entity, though Simon could tell he received a slight penalty. The experience he received from slaying him in Cocagne must have been subtracted. 

However, all that feeling of triumph and gleeful joy came crashing down the moment Simon looked around. The entire Sanctuary’s fighting force had been decimated, from Tybalt and Zeal to Anaximander. Vayan was dissipating back into mana while Lady Junon mourned, his avatar destroyed by the strain of his own immense Dark Eidolon power. Belzemine had been reduced to a blob of flesh, and Eole…

Fighting against the strain and fatigue, Simon ran back to Eole. The fleshy blob Belzemine had turned into somehow managed to slowly roll its way back to her like an overweight slug, whining and squirming at her side. Lady Junon must have pulled her to safety during the battle. 

Simon dispelled his Overlord outfit and cast Megaheal on Eole with a prayer. Now that Nodens’ Domain had collapsed, his prayer magic managed to close her head wound. The sound of her breath gave Simon a measure of relief, as did the sight of her eyes opening. 

“Simon?” Eole’s arms greedily grabbed his neck the moment she woke up. “Thank the gods, you’re… you’re alive.”

“We’ve won,” Simon reassured her. “Nodens is gone. He’s gone forever.”

“We’ve… we’ve won?” Eole gasped upon noticing the mass of flesh at their side. She immediately recognized her upon seeing one of her eyes, which had been left intact so she could better cry. “Bel… zemine? Is… is that you?”

All the elf could do was to blink. 

“Cleanse,” Simon cast on Belzemine after completing his Prayer chant, to no avail. Not even the Light Megalith’s miracles could save her. Applying the Brand of Envy might help her sidestep the curse by polymorphing into someone else, but he wouldn’t be able to remove it and it would undo all their efforts to help her break out of the past Overlords’ control... “I’ll find a way to cure you. You have my word.”

The blob he had once called his friend stared at him with tearful eyes. It broke Simon’s heart to see her like this, after she worked so hard to heal from her mental scars. Eole bit her lip, then hugged Belzemine with all of her love and compassion. The polymorphed elf stopped crying, at least for now. 

Voltobauta flew back to them with a charred corpse in his arms. Simon only had to take a look at Alcyone’s current state to tell that she had passed away from her wounds before the Domain could collapse. It might have been a kindness to Voltobauta, who wouldn’t live with the guilt of his own ability killing his friend.

The Adventurer had defeated Nodens at the cost of her life… and another would soon follow her example. 

“Did… we win?” Vayan rasped on his deathbed. His wings had dissipated back into raw mana, alongside the tips of his talons. His body was falling apart at the seams, in spite of Lady Junon’s grim attempts to infuse him with her own. All she could buy him was a bit of time. 

“Since I gained seven levels at once, I assume we did,” Voltobauta replied through his golem body, his gaze turning to Alcyone. “For all the good it did.”

“Yes, Sky-Father,” Eole reassured Vayan, her hand holding her arm. “We defeated Nodens.”

“That is… good…” Vayan let out a breath of relief. “Everyone is… finally safe… I can leave at peace…”

“You will be back soon,” Lady Junon promised him. “The people’s faith will give you life again, Vayan.”

“They… will need guidance more than ever…” Vayan’s eyes turned to Simon. “Will you… watch over them?”

Simon nodded grimly. He could not deny the eidolon’s last request. “I shall.”

“Thank you…” Vayan closed his eyes. “I am glad… you came to us, Simon.”

The Sky-Father returned to the mana that gave him shape and life, until the day he could recreate an avatar for himself. He seemed happy to go, and Simon couldn’t find it in himself to feel the same. 

He had miscalculated. All those months of training a small army, and the number of survivors could be counted on one hand. The Sanctuary had lived to see another sunrise at the cost of nearly every person Simon and Eole cared for. 

“Father, brother…” Tears rained down Eole’s cheeks, and though Simon hugged her, his presence didn’t stop her from crying on his shoulder. “Why… why?”

“This is all my fault,” Lady Junon lamented. “It was my duty to keep Nodens sealed, and I wasted so much time we could have spent preparing. I planted the seeds from which this slaughter grew.”

“I’m not sure it would have changed anything,” Simon replied, partly to comfort her, partly because it was true. Seeing a Zodiac Fiend at full power reminded him why dealing with them required twenty-two Noble Heroes the first time around. 

Yet Lady Junon was too remorseful to listen. “This remains a failure of my judgment. Had you not warned us, all of my children would be dead as we speak.” 

“But they’re alive, and we won,” Voltobauta replied. “We have saved the Worldtree and the entire planet from a global disaster. We fought like heroes and saved the world.” He let Alcyone’s body rest on the same spot where Vayan vanished. “To say otherwise would be an insult to those who gave their lives for us.”

“He is not wrong, Lady Junon,” Eole replied, albeit with a voice laced with sorrow. “In spite of all our losses and sacrifices… we have destroyed an evil not even the Noble Heroes could eliminate for good.” She took a deep breath. “No one will ever have to wage this battle again.”

… she’s right, Simon realized, his eyes widening. For the first time in history, a Zodiac Fiend’s crystal has been shattered. 

Not even the Noble Heroes could do it, having settled on sealing away their enemies when their destruction proved impossible. The Overlord Class had once again showcased its superiority to them with this victory. 

Simon had no idea if Nodens would eventually reform the way Noble Crestones did, or if he was gone for good… but this opened the distant possibility of a future where the Zodiac Parade could be averted for all future generations. 

Simon could save the world.

  

    
        Chapter 169: The Sanctuary in the Sky (18)

    
    
    
    
  The Sanctuary’s entire population gathered at the manatree’s roots to honor the fallen.

Simon had learned during his stay on the islands that the kish buried their dead in the ground, without a coffin or casket, so their bodies could return to the earth and help maintain the fragile ecological conditions keeping the archipelago in balance. In this case, there had been little to bury besides ashes and severed body parts.

Thankfully, having the Necromancer present meant they could call on ghosts and shades so the living could bid farewell to the dead. Eole had surprisingly refused to see her brother and father again, and left the ceremony early to check on Belzemine. Simon didn’t ask any questions. 

She was grieving her family in her own way. 

At least we might be able to cure Belzemine soon, Simon thought. The Sanctuary was incredibly vulnerable with its barrier undone and its defenders decimated. Lady Junon had moved the archipelago closer to Illusea, both to avoid the risk of Endymion spotting them and hopefully bring Belzemine to the Mana Goddess. As much as he distrusted the Oracle, Simon knew the elves were the only ones with the magic and will to possibly restore her. At least Shabram informs me no Endymian airship should be patrolling this area.

The ceremony was coming to an end when Simon sensed something hit his foot, causing him to look down. A small, glowing manalith had rolled its way to him. 

The Adventurer Crestone. 

“You’ve dropped it again,” Simon chided Voltobauta as he picked the Crestone up. It didn’t burn him, unlike the Paladin one.

“I did not drop it,” Voltobauta replied. “It came to you. It keeps coming to you, may I add.”

“Only because I removed my Class outfit,” Simon replied with a scoff. “Take it back.”

“I do not rob the dead, and Alcyone had me swear I wouldn’t raise her an undead. Besides, it won’t stay with me.” Voltobauta shook his metallic head. “The Crestone either chooses you as its next wielder, or believes you will lead it to them. You’re stuck with it.”

Simon looked back at the stone. Why would it find its way to him? Because he had wanted to be an adventurer once and shared its values? Or did it sense he had already consumed a small piece of its Vassal and mistook it for an Adventurer-compatible spirit? 

Either way, Simon had no use for it except as a source of Perks. How odd that it would actively seek out the Overlord.

“Alright,” Simon agreed as he placed the stone in his Inventory. “What will you do, now that you have fulfilled your promise to Alcyone? Return to piracy?”

“First, I will ask a few questions of that neglectful seer on her island.” Voltobauta’s tone implied he would get his answers at knifepoint if needed. “Then, I do not know. I love my eternal life, but I would rather inhabit a relatively demon-free world.”

“You could come with me. Now that I know I can destroy the crystals, I intend to wipe them all out.” No matter how long or how many reigns it would take. “However, we’ll need allies.”

“Stronger allies,” Voltobauta added. His iron gaze wandered to the kish people mourning their dead. “It is an unfortunate truth of high-level battles that there comes a point when no strategy or numbers can compensate for a lack of strength.”

Simon scowled, but didn’t argue the point. Voltobauta was right. Simon had assumed he could train the Sanctuary’s inhabitants to become strong enough to take out Nodens, but no individual could progress from level one to sixty in a year’s time. Even a prodigy like Louis took six years of constant warfare to become the Warrior he was today, and the experience of someone like Anaximander couldn’t compensate for a lack of high stats and Perks. 

Moreover, while Vassal Classes could hold their own to a degree, they remained inferior to the Noble ones. The ancient elves had designed them to work as a unit capable of taking on the Zodiac Fiends, and they had to be brought together again.

Is that why Father fought so obsessively to gather them all into House Magnos? Simon wondered. Because he hoped to reincarnate the Noble Heroes into an imperial unit capable of preserving his empire? 

“Do you think you could get your family’s Noble Class users to help?” Voltobauta inquired. “Because frankly, I don’t think we can save the world without them.”

“I fear they’ll just try to control the crystals instead of letting me destroy them,” Simon admitted. “But I’ll try.”

Uniting House Magnos with the likes of the White Unicorn against a greater threat would be a tremendous challenge, but the world wouldn’t survive their disunity. If Nodens was among the weakest of the Zodiac Fiends, then nothing short of dozens of Noble Heroes could take out the likes of a fully-powered Exodeos. Simon had to unite the Heroes, or find wiser inheritors for those who didn’t deserve their Classes. 

One way or another. 

Once the ceremony concluded, Simon flew back to his house with Darkflight and took the opportunity to try out the Adventurer Class. While its outfit itched a bit, it felt a lot more comfortable than the Merchant or Commander. It was like wearing a slightly mismatched glove rather than a dress of liquid fire. 


The Adventurer: The seeker of novelty, free-spirited thinker, and explorer, always looking for adventure, friendship, and what lies beyond the infinite horizon. Strength B, Vitality B, Agility B, Perception B, Magic B, Intelligence B, Charisma B, Luck B.

Innate Perk: Knack (Passive): You can use any item as if you met the prerequisite conditions, like race, Class, or morality-related criteria.

Innate Perk: Fast Travel (Active): You can teleport to any place that you have already visited. This manifests as an interactive map on your System screen, showing landmarks you have visited. If you have formed a party with other people, you can also teleport them with you. Although you cannot teleport past anti-teleportation wards, this Perk has no range nor chance of failure. 

Innate Perk: Divining Rod (Passive): You can immediately detect the presence of hidden treasures, hidden doors, traps, or enemies nearby. Their location will appear on your System screen. 

Innate Perk: Party System (Passive): You gain experience at an increased x1.5 rate, rounded down. Additionally, you can select up to five people to join your Party, granting them a similar bonus and allowing you to check on their location or status screens at all times; Adventurer Perks affecting you, such as Fast Travel, will also affect your Party members.

Level 1 Perk: Jack-of-all-Trades 1 (passive): Can wield any weapon with medium proficiency (x1.5 damage), and learn all crafts at a slightly accelerated rate.



Party System didn’t include a stat boost in its current state, so Simon guessed the one he received from Alcyone was the result of another Adventurer Perk down the line. He had the sneaking suspicion the Class was a significant force multiplier as part of a group.


Quick Learner can be overwritten with Party System. 



Huh? Oh right, he had gained Quick Learner from an Adventurer Vassal Class. It must be a watered-down version of Party System. 

All in all, the Perks were all interesting. Fast Travel was a bit of a disappointment since it required a secondary Perk to bring along more people, but the fact that it had no range limit made it straight up superior to Teleport, which consumed mana, had a distance limit, and had a slight chance of mishap. Party System was a straight up upgrade of Quick Learner and would allow him to not only enhance a small team, but check on them at any given time. Divining Rod had limited utility, since the reigns already gave him foreknowledge, and while Knack had potential, it remained situational. 

Simon’s true limit was the fact that he had only had one Devour Crestone Perk left, and better options to consider. The Rogue’s knack for bypassing anti-teleportation wards and the Summoner’s ability to summon an additional Eidolon were simply better. 

In the end, Simon decided to overwrite Quick Learner with Party System to avoid wasting a Perk slot. While Fast Travel was useful, he had plenty of options to travel around with, like the Attic or his Overlord Call spell; and every high-level foe of his could counter teleportation anyway. Taking Party System first meant he could unlock Fast Travel’s full potential later on, if he chose to obtain it.  

Beyond all those considerations, Party System would let him improve his allies. Ensuring his retainers and teammates could keep up with him would improve their chances during the Zodiac Parade, whether in this reign or the next; maybe even train replacement Noble Class users should the current owners prove beyond help. 

And so, Simon consumed another Noble Crestone. Unlike the Mage and Merchant, the Adventurer Crestone did not resist its assimilation. In fact, it seemed to want it. Other people’s memories flooded his brain in quick order. He saw himself delving into old temples and planting a flag on a deserted island, clashing blades with knights in a castle’s courtyard, fighting demons and monsters… 

However, all of those memories faded away in the wake of a far more vivid one. Simon found himself in a vast library lit by bright windows, with bookshelves filled with documents. A man sat on a table while meticulously copying a scroll. 

Elios Magnos. 

He appeared as he had been when alive, albeit slightly younger and livelier. The smile he sent Simon was devoid of malice. 

“You should get out of your library more often, Elios,” Simon said with a lively voice that wasn’t his own. His hands dropped a grimoire on the table. “You must be choking on dust here.”

“And you will break your neck stumbling on some forgotten treasure one day, Tiziano,” Elios replied with a deadpan look. His three eyes stared at the book. “The Goddess and the Dragon… Where did you find this?”

“Some old temple on the dragon island. The monsters there are so strong I had to pull back early.” Simon crossed his arms. “Gargauth’s thralls were raiding the place too. Are you sure we shouldn’t do something about him? His influence is growing by the day.”

“We are too busy with the Zodiac Fiends to bother with a dragon, even an unusually malicious one. The Oracle doesn’t believe he’ll become a threat to peace for a handful of centuries.” Elios looked over his shoulder. “Thankfully, my new assistant found a way to recover our allies lost in Exodeos’ rift.”

“You give me too much credit, Lord Elios,” a melodious woman’s voice answered from behind a shelf. “I simply served as your sounding board.”

A lovely lady stepped into sight, wearing a crimson gown the same color as the hair falling down on her shoulders. She was pale of skin, with grey eyes akin to steel sparkling with vivacious intelligence. 

“My, my, no wonder you spend all your time holed up in your library nowadays…” Simon mused, with Elios coughing at his comment, “What’s your name, Milady?”

“Ishtar.” The woman smiled warmly. “It is an honor to help the Noble Heroes in their quest, however mediocre my contribution might be...”

Something about her smile set Simon on edge and jolted him back to reality, where a notification showed up on his screen. 


Quick Learner overwritten with Party System. 



So you wanted me to see this memory, Adventurer, Simon thought. That woman, Ishtar, had the Magnos family’s eyes. Was she Elios’ future wife and Simon’s own ancestor? I don’t recall her name from my father’s genealogical tree… 

Why did he have this sinking feeling in his stomach all of a sudden? 

Simon finally reached his house and landed on the threshold. He stared at the door for a long moment. He knew Eole and Belzemine were behind it, waiting for him to return. In spite of all the ordeals they had endured against Nodens, they had built a home there. A place where Simon had been happy. 

So why… Why did he feel relieved at the idea of leaving to gather the Noble Heroes? 

Simon turned away from the door and looked at the sea of clouds beyond as he struggled with that question. It always looked so beautiful in the dawn, and never failed to inspire a thoughtful mood. 

What is missing? Simon wondered. As much as he had enjoyed his stay in the Sanctuary, he always felt he was lacking something here from the very start. Burying himself in work and enjoying his time with Eole and Belzemine allowed him to distract himself from that nagging feeling, yet it never quite vanished. 

He had found a paradise where he could live in peace, a community willing to accept him, friends he could trust, and a woman who loved him. 

So why? What more could he need? 

It was then, as he observed the rising sun while meditating on those questions, that he spotted them.

“What…” Simon squinted at the horizon and spotted shadows floating in the morning light above the sea of clouds. “What is that?”

He had known Nodens would only be the first of their problems when the demon shattered the barrier hiding the Sanctuary, but he thought he would have at least a moment to recover. 

He had been wrong. 

Simon first thought it was Vouivre coming to take her lot of slaves, until he noticed the miasma shrouding the fleet of unwelcome visitors, pouring out of engines refined by a year of war. A dozen airships flew at them from the east, each of them proudly bearing the baleful emblem of the manticore. 

“No, no…” Simon immediately put on his Overlord armor and rushed to open the door. “Eole! Eole, sound the al–”

He met steely eyes waiting for him on the other side of the door. 

“Hello, brother,” Louis Magnos said, smiling. “How have you been?” 

A sword struck Simon too fast for his eyes to follow. 

It impaled him through the chest with such power and precision that he was pinned down to the ground on his back, struggling with a horrific pain rippling through his body. Simon immediately knew what blade had hit him long before the notifications popped up on his System screen; for he remembered the pain of holy power flowing through him, burning the Dark from within him. 


Warmonger negated by Mana Sword!

Unyielding Essence negated by Mana Sword!

Darkbound negated by Mana Sword–



Simon had gained many levels since that blade first struck him, but the pain remained so horrendous, so transcendent in its ability to burn at his flesh and soul alike, that he struggled to reach for the handle with his trembling hand. A weaker copy of the Mana Sword struck his palm from above and nailed it to the ground before he could reach it, and a second one did the same with his other arm, crucifying him.   

“Worry not, brother. I avoided your vitals.” It had been over a year since Simon last saw Louis, and he could tell the impact twelve months of slaughter had had on his brother. His aura had somehow grown even more menacing, his Class having dined on a steady diet of dead heroes and an empress’ life. The royal manticore mantle of Endymion rested on his shoulders over his Warrior Class outfit, and a golden laurel crown sat atop his hair. “I had the intuition you would be here somehow.”

“How…” Simon whispered, struggling against the pain and the weapons binding him, to no avail. The Overlord inside him wriggled like a savage beast caught in a fiery cage. 

“We detected a big pulse of miasma coming from here and mobilized the closest fleet on short notice. I avoided alerting Shabram, since I had the suspicion she was playing a double game of some sort.” Louis sidestepped Simon as he walked out of the house. His boots had blood on them. “My seers also detected Firewand here, so I went to deal with her personally. From what I could tell, it was an act of mercy.”

No… Simon’s blood ran cold as he looked up to see a puddle of blood. “Eole…”

“The shifter? She tried to sound the alarm, so I had to silence her.” Permanently, his tone implied. “Where is the Zodiac Fiend? The miasma signature disappeared all of a sudden.”

“I…” Simon glared at Louis in an attempt to channel all the fires of his rage through his eyes, but the flames fizzled out. The Mana Sword and its copies interfered with all of his Overlord abilities. “Destroyed it.”

“Oh? Then you have my thanks.” Louis’ lips pursed into a thin smile. “Now we can drop these islands on Illusea unimpeded.”

He uttered those words so casually it took a second for their true horror to sink in. A thousand small details suddenly fell into place for Simon; the Oracle’s prophecy that Louis would do something disastrous unless stopped, his funding of Isabelle’s research on floating manaliths, his determination to develop an airship fleet that answered to him alone…

“You were planning this from the start,” Simon realized, horrified. “It’s why the Oracle didn’t want you to take the throne.”

“I was toying with the idea of raising our own floating bombs when Isabelle approached me with her theory, but I was pleasantly surprised to discover natural ones.” Louis glanced at the Sanctuary as airships approached its shores to lay waste to its people. “We have enough ammunition here to annihilate Illusea, Lore, Muse, and all of our enemies in a single bombardment. This cannibalistic war is about to end, brother.”

“You are insane,” Simon hissed in horror. “Destroying the Worldtree will devastate the world’s ecosystem… millions will die!”

“Yes, that was taken into account.” Louis frowned at Simon with what could pass for bored curiosity. “Don’t tell me you thought there wouldn’t be any consequences to your desertion?”

Simon’s jaw tightened so hard it hurt. “I thought someone… someone else would save the world.”

“Then you were a coward in the end.” Simon could almost taste the disappointment in Louis’ voice. “Protecting sheltered weaklings, hiding away from the world, playing hero… What good did it do? Did you think you could live a dream without ever waking up?” The new emperor waved his hand at the airships fast approaching the Sanctuary, ready to bring death and war to its shores. “This? This is the wall of reality, brother.”

The world had already begun to divide as it had the last time Simon had been struck by the Mana Sword. A vision of the Sanctuary overlapped with a terrifying vision of its islands burning, of dead trees under a starless sky, and shambling corpses. Perhaps that was a glimpse of the world that would follow the Zodiac Parade, or Hell itself.

Simon thought back to Eole and Belzemine, to all the progress he had made to save the latter and romance the former, to all the fleeting moments he shared with the Sanctuary’s inhabitants, only to see them enslaved and destroyed by his own family a mere day after they saved the world. Bitterness and resentment swelled in his heart.

As Borsh said, the words of the weak were wasted on the strong, and no one else would save the innocents. 

“Yes… yes, you’re right. I was a fool… to think anybody would step up!” Simon clenched his teeth and struggled against the blades holding him. His acidic blood was eating away at the fake Mana Swords and corroding their blades. “Endymion is a nation of slaves besieged by stubborn fools who can’t look past themselves!” 

He managed to wrench his left hand free, though it cost him half his palm. His acidic blood turned to miasma when exposed to the air. Louis observed without moving, looking unconcerned even as his face blurred with that of a burning corpse. 

“You may kill me here, brother, but I will come back! I will rise again!” Simon ignored the pressure on his throat and gripped the real Mana Sword’s pommel, even as it burned his hand. Flashes of Gargauth’s claws and Mardok’s hand superimposed themselves on his fingers. “And when I do, I shall not rest until I become the strongest creature to walk this earth!”

He pulled out the Mana Sword from his chest, darkness and poisonous blood leaking out of his wounds. 

“And then I will destroy you, Louis! I will break you under my heel, alongside Vouivre, Verney, the entire Zodiac!” Simon snarled as he pointed the Mana Sword at his brother’s face with the last of his strength. “And then you will all learn your place!”

Louis smiled without fear, his visage twisting into a skull with a ghastly grin. “Do your worst.”

A tide of miasma erupted from Simon’s chest and engulfed all of time. 

  

    
        Chapter 170: —

    
    
    
    
  He woke up from a dream of summer in the depths of winter.

The world was cold and dark, an endless void of miasma whose chill bit all the way to the soul. A single notification illuminated the shadows coiled around him, with bloody words writing themselves on a ghastly screen.


This is the Twenty-First of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Bird.

The Bird: You wasted so much time hanging out with birds, you might as well become one. You can transform into a large raven.



His predecessors did not, in fact, like the last reign.

“Good,” Simon said in defiance. “Your anger is my pleasure, oh dishonorable Overlords.”

Or at least Simon assumed so, since the Crimson Throne did not appear to show its displeasure this time. He woke up alone on a hard floor in a world devoid of light, clad in his Overlord armor and healed of his wounds. However, though he lacked a source of illumination, Simon could somehow see the shades of miasma around him. As far as he could tell, he had landed at the edge of an island of black crystal floating in a bottomless void.

The Mana Sword had once again condemned him to this nothingness between time. This reign was wasted from the start.

“Is someone there?” Simon called out to the void, which answered with utter silence. After a moment, he turned to look at the bottom. “Hellfire Gaze.”

The flames of Hell poured out of his eyes and fired beams into the abyss below, until they went so deep the darkness swallowed their light. The chasm was either bottomless or so deep it might as well be.

This has to be the Abyss’ depths, Simon thought as he looked around. Rather than Frightwall, he had found himself on a small islet made entirely of miasma crystals. It was so small he could see the other end.

Though Simon could sense the presence of Frightwall in the distance, and that he could teleport there if he wished, he decided to take a moment to explore his surroundings. He walked along the islet and reached its other end without encountering anything noteworthy, except the presence of other floating islands in the distance ascending upwards. It somehow reminded him of the Sanctuary’s celestial stairway.

Just thinking about the Sanctuary filled Simon’s heart with anger. Why did danger always have to knock on his door as soon as he earned himself the tiniest of victories or respite? How dare Louis rob him of everything he had achieved? He would pay for this insult a thousandfold.

However, once the anger had passed, Simon found himself alone with his sorrow and bitterness.

I’ve lost Eole again, Belzemine too, and everyone else, Simon lamented as he sat at the island’s edge and gazed into the bottomless darkness below. Did fate somehow conspire to kill the Overlord as punishment for existing? Why do I even bother? 

What would even make him happy?

“Wait… the Abyss was my witness…” Simon’s heart skipped a beat in his chest as he raised his hand over the edge. He briefly hesitated to go through with it in case it actually worked, but he had to be sure. “When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self! Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

Nothing seemed to happen for a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity, with Simon briefly scolding himself for thinking it would even work… only for miasma to suddenly gather and coalesce next to him.

“No way…” Simon muttered to himself as the shadows thickened into a familiar shape. “It’s impossible…”

And yet his eyes did not deceive him. Carbuncle, the Devil-Mirror, had materialized in the void between time to fulfill his contract.

“I have come, Lord of Dark,” the Dark Eidolon said dutifully. “What is thy bidding?”

“How… How did you get here?”

“You summoned me,” Carbuncle replied simply. “I have answered.”

“No, no, I mean…” This could change everything. “Is there a world beyond this? Does the Sanctuary still exist?”

“What is this Sanctuary?” Carbuncle asked curiously.

Simon froze in confusion. “The flying islands you come from,” he argued, trying to remind the Dark Eidolon. “Eole? Do you recall Eole? What about Vayan and Lady Junon?”

“Those names mean nothing to me,” Carbuncle replied. “Your call is my beginning, great Lord of Dark, and your dismissal is my end. I have no past nor future beyond you. My first memory was your voice calling me into being.”

This… this didn’t make any sense. A Dark Eidolon was a corrupted version of an existing avatar, so it should remember its life as a creature of the light. The Carbuncle he summoned in the previous reign certainly did.

But that reign ended with Louis’ ambush, Simon thought as he tried to wrap his head around this paradox. The Dark Eidolon contract somehow violated causality. Maybe there is no original Carbuncle in this void, but the Abyss created his darker variant from nothing to fulfill our deal anyway… 

The Abyss was a plane of darkness beyond reason, time, or space. Anything could be possible here. Simon couldn’t take anything for granted.

A quick interrogation of Carbuncle confirmed he had no memory whatsoever of the previous reign, whether as a gemfinder extraordinaire or a demonic floating mirror. The Carbuncle in front of Simon might as well be a newborn version of him. A copy.

But since the contract transcends reigns, then it means I don’t have to renew our contract when the reigns begin again, Simon thought with excitement. I only need to bind an eidolon once to do it forever. 

Did anything else endure from the previous reign? Simon opened his Inventory to find out if his items were still there, including Nodens’ vile grimoire, the Scream of the Soul. Simon immediately brought it out to see if it would somehow interact with this weird dimension.

Whereas the Commander Noble Crestone had once dissipated into nothing when exposed to the ambient miasma, the Scream of the Soul remained intact. In fact, it seemed to thrive in this environment and absorb the ambient miasma like a sponge.

What is this? Simon wondered as the book shuddered in his hands. It’s reacting to the Abyss–

The book snapped open and screamed.


Terror and Madness negated by Indomitable Crown. 



Nodens’ horrific Apocalypse Song came out of the book in a terrifying symphony of wails and cries, each ghastly note infused with miasmic potency. Simon dropped the book in surprise and it fell into the void below before he could catch it again, still screaming.

That… was a spell! Simon immediately threw himself into the void and flew after the book, with Carbuncle in tow. That was a spell, I’m sure of it!

Simon managed to catch the Scream of the Soul in midfall, though it continued to live up to its title. The pages flipped one after another on their own at incredible speed, as if the grimoire was reviewing it all.

What’s happening? Simon wondered. Did the ambient miasma trigger a libromancy spell somehow? What cau–

“My master, beware,” Carbuncle said with a hint of worry, “Beneath you.”

Simon made the mistake of looking down to find the Abyss’ baleful eye staring back at him.

It hadn’t occurred to Simon that anything haunted this seemingly empty void, but he had been wrong, and something had heard the commotion. A form huge and darker than black, with a spiral-shaped eye twisting into an infinity of colors that never–



Simon woke up in Frightwall.

Not in his bed, or a castle full of sound and people, but a lightless throne hall shrouded in darkness and surrounded by an ominous silence. The Crimson Throne sat empty in front of him, ruling an empty ruin.


This is the Twenty-Second of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Looker.

The Looker: You died looking at something you shouldn’t have. You will now resist the Blind ailment.



He had died, but time didn’t resume.

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine. Something out there had killed him simply by looking at him. 

The void wasn’t empty.

Was that a demon? A qlippoth? Simon had only caught a glimpse of the creature, but it hurt to even remember its features and twisted angles. No living creature could bend and twist the way its tendrils did. There might be things as dangerous as the Zodiac Fiends lurking in the Dark…

Worse, it only took Simon a second to confirm he hadn’t actually returned to his normal timeline. The world was still shrouded in miasma, and a look outside the throne room told Simon he was still trapped in the void, or at least the empty version of Frightwall caught between two ticks of the clock. To add insult to injury, he had also lost both the Scream of the Soul and Carbuncle… though it only took Simon a minute to summon back the latter, no worse for wear.

“Do you remember the thing staring back at us?” Simon inquired. “The island of miasma?”

“I do not, Lord of Dark,” Carbuncle replied obediently, which confirmed to Simon that his summons wouldn’t recall anything between the reigns, somehow. “But I can tell this is not the knowledge that will make you happy.”

“No… no, I guess it won’t.” Although he wisely decided not to leave the empty castle this time, Simon decided he might as well check its confines and the outside with Lord of the Demon Castle. “Watch over my body and wake me up if anything happens.”

Afterwards, Simon spent the next hour projecting his mind into Frightwall’s structure, seeing through its stones and windows. He confirmed that the castle was utterly devoid of inhabitants, including Gourmand himself this time around; a detail which unnerved Simon to his core.

Oh, and the abyssal gate in the basement was wide open.

After a moment’s hesitation, Simon dared to peek through its threshold by projecting his spiritual sight through the wall and ceiling. This gave him a view of what lurked beyond the gate: a large metal chain thicker than a castle tower, going down and down into seemingly infinite darkness. Something crawled on it, a mess of misshapen tentacles and tendrils with a spiral-shaped eye of swirling colors that had never existed and bent space–


Heavy Mind damage!



A psychic backlash jolted Simon back to his body with a gasp of miasma, much to Carbuncle’s concern. “What is it, my master?”

The thing was still there.

But I died, Simon thought. His new Title and Carbuncle’s lack of memory proved it, unless a new copy of the latter was summoned each time Simon used his ability. Is it a different creature, or did it somehow pursue me across the reigns? 

Either way, Simon wisely decided not to linger long in this void. He had to hope sitting on the Crimson Throne would send him back to the light of the past, where he could fulfill his oath to Louis and destroy all those who had wronged him.

And then what? Simon wondered. The question which Vouivre had raised still haunted him. Once I have become the strongest and my enemies are slain… What will I do then? 

“I am glad… you came to us, Simon.”

Vayan’s words echoed in the back of his mind. The eidolon had found peace in believing Simon had saved the Sanctuary and thought he had found happiness with them, but he had been wrong on both counts. Simon had enjoyed happy moments with his friends and Eole there, yet it failed to alleviate that nagging sense of frustration he had been struggling with.

If a paradise couldn’t satisfy him, what could then?

“I can show you your truth, my master,” Carbuncle suggested helpfully, the surface of his mirror rippling with woven desires. “I can reveal what will make you happy, if you would only stare into me.”

Simon clenched his fists, as he had an inkling of what his reflection would show him: a truth he refused to face and yet couldn’t escape from.

“Then you were a coward in the end.” 

How could he hope to destroy Louis if he couldn’t even face himself?

Simon mustered his courage and faced Carbuncle. He stared into his rippling mirror’s surface, watching as its obsidian glass began to reflect his innermost desire. A vivid and highly detailed image swiftly appeared.

Simon immediately recognized Marthrone, not as it was, but as it should be; a prosperous, perfectly organized metropolis free of hunger, disease, discrimination, and racial prejudice. Shifters, elves, humans, goblinoids, and all Tribes of the world coexisted in peace and harmony. The fires of industry burned beneath soaring airships, and the streets were filled with technological wonders.

“I already lived in such a paradise,” Simon said. “So what was I lacking there?”

The mirror’s surface rippled and showed him a vision of the main plaza, where once stood his father’s statue.

Except now, the citizens bowed to Simon’s face.

Simon’s fists clenched as the mirror’s reflection shifted to reveal the Crimson Throne’s hall. There his retainers were all standing firm in two lines in devotion. Leonard, Meredith, Duchar, and Belzemine were there, alongside faces like Alphonse and most of his party, Alcyone, Voltobauta, Verdis, Anaximander, and Casval of all people. The people Simon trusted kept watch over a ghastly trophy wall including Verney’s head, shattered Zodiac crystals, the Silk twins’ corpses left hanging, and all those who had ever crossed Simon; including a faceless elf that fit his mental representation of the Oracle.

The more he looked, the more the vision unsettled Simon. At the throne’s feet was a harem of concubines, including Remedia, Tiella, Cassandra, Anna, Eole—even Vouivre of all people—kneeling in loving adoration. The entire Magnos family knelt at the throne alongside Shabram and Aegio, at long last united as one and free of pointless conflicts. Louis was there too, perhaps because part of Simon still hoped he could be salvaged.

And at the center of it all like the sun with its planets, sitting on the Crimson Throne, was Simon Magnos.

His reflection was clad in the dark armor he had inherited from his father, basking in the power and glory his Class afforded him, and staring back at him with prideful contentment as he oversaw a peaceful world bound by his iron will.

He was the master of the universe, and loved every single minute of it.

“This is your heart’s desire, my master, the wish which you seek most and will grant you happiness once forged into reality,” Carbuncle whispered kindly. “A peaceful and ordered world of progress, shaped by your benevolent iron hand. A land free of war and hunger and disease, where the people are content and devoted… as you have commanded them to be.”

Simon smashed the mirror with a punch.

The blow threw Carbuncle across the room and caused him to bounce off a wall, cracks spreading on his body. Simon immediately regretted it, a wave of shame washing over him as his anger subsided.

“Be not ashamed of this truth, my master,” Carbuncle implored him. “Embrace it. Embrace it, and you will be happy.”

“It is a nice dream,” Simon replied as he moved up the Crimson Throne and sat on it, “But some dreams are better off never coming true.”

Still, he couldn’t deny the unpleasant truth laid bare for him to see: there was a part of Simon that enjoyed being the Overlord.

And he hated himself for it.



The reigns resumed properly once he sat on the Crimson Throne.

This raised a few questions. While Simon had died to that… thing in the depths… he should have reasonably reawakened back in his bedroom if death alone was enough of a condition. This made Simon wonder if they could only resume the reigns from the void between time if he sat on the Crimson Throne, or if every death from the Mana Sword caused an increasing amount of damage to the loop’s underlying mechanism.

Either way, he found himself floating in the void and facing the Crimson Throne once more. He could sense his predecessors’ amusement and satisfaction inside the artifact, illustrated by the Title they decided to bestow upon him.


This is the Twenty-Third of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Actualized.

The Actualized: You have reached the stage of acceptance when it comes to being the Overlord, which is cause for celebration. Your Mind affinity has increased to Very Strong.



Well, that one would at least pair much better with his Adaptive Spellcasting Perk and Devious Title than the previous two.

Simon woke up back in his bed once more, back in a world of heat, light, and life. He immediately rose and moved to the window to stare at the city outside. Marthrone was asleep, a city of vice and prejudice unlike the one Carbuncle had shown him… but perhaps it could one day live up to that dream.

Simon thought back about the previous reign, reviewing all that he had learned and endured, until he reached a simple conclusion.

Endymion needed an Overlord.

There was simply no way around it. No one would step up to save the world, and no other power could forestall the civil war indefinitely. Its fractious people would always tear each other apart without an iron hand to guide them.

The Sanctuary was also doomed without help. Even if he freed Eole and had her warn her people, they were wildly outmatched against Nodens; and he would then proceed to ravage the world by either driving the population insane or dropping the flying islands onto the surface. Nothing Simon did on the ground would matter unless he took out the Goatfish.

Did devouring his crystal destroy him across time and space? Simon wondered. He didn’t think so, since consuming Asterion’s crystal for the Dark Visionary ritual hadn’t destroyed the Minotaur. I need to check. 

Whatever the case, he needed more strength to protect Eole and his friends back in the Sanctuary. All the previous reigns had only taught Simon he couldn’t escape that responsibility if he wanted to save the world and all those he held dear.

The Overlord Class might be evil, but in this case, it was a necessary one; a force he could turn to the greater good.

Moreover, Louis was too dangerous to be left unchecked, lest he plunge this world into a pointless war for his own benefit. Simon would fulfill his oath to him. His brother would learn his place in time, or be crushed.

Unfortunately, he was too strong for Simon to defeat at this point in time… at least not without help.

Simon thought back on Shabram's earlier suggestions at the beginning of his previous reign. She had proposed a plan to sideline the War Party and ensure stability all the way up the Zodiac Parade. The more he considered it, the more it sounded like a promising solution to the Endymion problem. It would also give Simon the opportunity to gather both Noble Heroes and obtain a certain Perk.

His decision made, Simon activated his teleporting spell. “Lord of the Demon Castle.” 

He teleported into the empress’ bedroom, to find her asleep… for about a second before her eyes snapped open when she detected his presence. Did she always fear assassins coming to strike at her in the night?

“You?” Euphemia immediately put on her Class outfit as she bolted out of her bed. “How did you get in?”

“By my will alone,” Simon replied as he put on his Overlord armor, revealing himself to his shocked stepmother. “Euphemia… I have come to bargain.”

  

    
        Chapter 171: Lux Vult (1)

    
    
    
    
  The air in the empress’ bedchambers was almost electric.

Shabram, Belzemine, Mastemo, and Euphemia had gathered around a table on which lay the corpse of Balzam Magnos, which Simon had teleported from his bedchambers as proof of the succession. Simon himself stood in front of them as he finished his tale. 

“So, if I understand correctly…” Euphemia’s jaw clenched in suspicion. She had kept her Judge outfit on at all times since Simon showed up in her room. “Louis slew your father with an elven weapon supplied by Patriate, who is an Oracle agent–”

“And an elf in disguise,” Simon added. 

“Of course,” Euphemia replied with a tone dripping with sarcasm. “And what proof do we have that you simply didn’t murder your father somehow and invented this far-fetched tale?”

“His New Majesty had an alibi for the moment when his father was slain,” Shabram said. “My spies–”

“I’m asking him,” Euphemia interrupted her gruffly. “We both know you’ll say anything you believe will keep you in the Overlord’s good graces.” 

“Ask Louis then,” Simon retorted. “He won’t even deny it, and I will prove Malphas’ treachery once we settle our current negotiations. Besides, did I ever show the kind of strength required to kill an Overlord?”

“How do you explain the power you command now?” Euphemia shot back. “Don’t tell me teleporting around the castle and learning the details of an assassination you weren’t present for are innate Perks.”

“A new Overlord inherits part of their predecessor’s experience and foresight.” Simon glanced at Mastemo. “Like the knowledge of the Zodiac Fiend crystal embedded in your forehead, Your Excellency.”

The High Confessor remained eerily quiet, as he had been since the moment he was brought into the room.

“I wonder how the faithful would react to learning their High Confessor merged with a fiend,” Simon subtly threatened Mastemo, to show they both held leverage over the other. “Which one is it? The Ram? The Water-Carrier? Or the Maiden? Those are the only three that remain unaccounted for.”

“The demon hosted within my crystal answers to the name of Shin-Drazil, the Flood-Carrier,” Mastemo answered calmly, his hands clasping. “However, I assure you I am not possessed.”

Simon scoffed, until he noticed that Euphemia had only scowled rather than reacting with horror to the revelation. Learning that one of her closest allies hosted a demon in his forehead should have inspired more than mere unease. 

“You are not surprised,” Simon realized. “You knew?”

“It is a well-kept secret of the Church of the Light, known only to Saints and Confessors,” Euphemia admitted. “The sitting High Confessor must prove his faith and divine favor by serving as a living seal for Shin-Drazil and suppressing its spirit.”

The sheer, insane audacity of the process briefly left Simon speechless. “How long has this been going on?”

“The tradition began when the Church of the Light settled into the Lighthouse and took over its safekeeping from the elves,” Mastemo answered. “I am the living proof that the Dark inevitably yields to the Light, Your Majesty.”

Simon couldn’t believe his ears. Mastemo was such a fanatic that his faith actively suppressed the demon. He had forced an incomplete fusion the same way the Stone Muse and Asterion were forced to coexist in the same body rather than merge.

The Cleric Crestone must help a great deal too, Simon thought. But will that equilibrium last when the comet shines on the Water-Carrier? What will happen then, when the crystal overflows with miasma? 

Simon had the intuition that neither he nor Mastemo would like the answer, but they had a year to find a solution. 

“Not even my husband saw the High Confessor without his mask on, as far as I know.” Euphemia turned her third eye to Mastemo. “What do you think?”

“I find his tale plausible,” Mastemo admitted. “We always suspected Prince Simon to have latent Visionary abilities, and that the Overlord had a level of foresight capable of rivaling that of the Oracle.”

“Whether you believe His Majesty or not, the problem remains the same,” Shabram pointed out, her gaze settling on Balzam’s corpse. “How will we handle His Majesty’s death?”

“True enough.” Euphemia studied Simon with her third eye, no doubt trying to find a way past his Anathemic Secrecy’s immunity to lies. “You said you had come to bargain?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “I am willing to back the Church Party and your claim as empress in exchange for certain concessions.” 

“Why come to us instead of Lauriane?” Euphemia asked sharply. As befitting an experienced politician, she remained ever cautious. “You have only ever shown animosity for my son and I. Why support the side you do not get along with?”

“You are right, I dislike your side of the family, but the Overlord’s knowledge helped me reassess my priorities.” Especially when it came to Thalas. “The truth of the matter is that Louis claiming the throne would be a disaster, and that the empire must remain united if it is to survive the second Doom.”

Mastemo’s head perked up. “The second Doom?”

“Our empress here had visions of it during the Reformation,” Simon reminded them. “Of dragons burning the world under a black comet’s glow.”

Euphemia’s scowl deepened. “We’ve destroyed Gargauth. His mad ambitions died with him.”

“His children are still alive and will pick up where he left off,” Simon replied, Euphemia’s third eye blinking in shock. “Shin-Drazil’s siblings will also rise again in a year’s time, when the comet Abraxas comes back to visit our world. Its cosmic power will empower many evildoers, some of whom are currently sealed in our territory.”

“Is that so?” Euphemia pondered his words a moment, but she appeared to at least partially believe them. Her Visionary prophecies probably corroborated at least some of his tales. “It is a short amount of time…”

“Our empire needs to stay united if it is to survive the coming calamity, and Louis would delight in seeing the flames of war engulfing us all,” Simon explained. “As much as I dislike you, you are the least terrible option available to us.”

“But you will not give me the Crimson Throne for free,” Euphemia pointed out warily. 

“I am not giving you anything, Your Grace.” Simon crossed his arms. “I will not be your puppet. I am offering you a partnership, not servitude.”

“A partnership requires strength,” Euphemia replied, her words dripping with scorn. “What proof do we have that you are not simply trying to manipulate us into waging battles you cannot win yourself?”

“You want proof of my power?” Simon chuckled. “Stay here for a minute, I’ll be right back.”

Simon teleported away into Patriate Malphas’ quarters. As he expected, the man was walking in circles with anxiety while his daughter read a book nearby; all color left his face the moment he saw the Overlord manifest right in front of him. “Your Maje–”  

Simon lazily petrified Elaine with one hand before she could even react, then grabbed Patriate by the throat with the other quicker than he could reach for his firebomb necklace.

“Brand of Pride.”

His mind assaulted the shocked Patriate in a wave of pride and aggression. 

The Merchant immediately put up rather solid defenses, likely because he had been trained by the Oracle for such an eventuality, but Simon pulverized them in an instant. His will overwhelmed that of the disguised elf with all the certainty in the world. 

Simon had slain Patriate more than once and bested him so often that the thought he could fail this battle never even entered his mind; he fed on the man’s fear for his daughter and for the fate the Overlord had in mind for him, then hanged by the chains of his iron will. 

Patriate’s screams echoed through his quarters as the baleful Brand of Pride burned on his skin, his knees failing him. Simon didn’t let go of his throat. 

He knew there was a slight risk the Oracle would somehow use Patriate as a conduit to hurt him in case he ever found himself in this situation, but he hoped she would simply put her misplaced faith in her now obsolete anti-brand daggers. Simon wouldn’t require his services for long either way. 

“You are my slave now, elf,” Simon declared, the Brand of Pride weaving his orders into the Merchant’s flesh and soul. “You serve me now. I forbid you from hurting yourself or anyone else, or from working against my interests in any way. Death is a mercy I deny you.”

He then teleported with Malphas back into Euphemia’s quarters, then threw the Merchant at the shocked empress’ feet. 

“Your Grace, Your Excellency, let me introduce you to Barthandelus, elven spy extraordinaire,” Simon declared, Patriate’s eyes widening in horror. “Barthandelus, be kind enough to reveal your true form and confess your crimes against our beloved empire to the Judge here.”

“I will ne–” Patriate’s words of defiance went unfinished as the Brand of Pride overtook his body and mind. He shed his human disguise for his true elven form, the sight of which caused Euphemia to cover her mouth and Shabram to blink. Mastemo and Belzemine alone appeared unperturbed for different reasons. “I am Barthandelus, loyal servant of the Oracle and agent of the White Unicorn. I have used the Changeling Crestone to infiltrate your society for years.”

“He is not lying…” Euphemia muttered in shock. “But if you are an elf, then your sisters–”

“Elven agents too…” Barthandelus hissed as he tried to resist the brand’s compulsion, to no avail. “I… shared sensitive information with the Oracle, smuggled a dangerous weapon into the chapel, and…” He turned to Belzemine, who avoided his gaze. “Plotted to take her… away…”

“I’m afraid your thieving days have come to an end,” Simon replied as he looked down on Barthandelus. “Now, kneel before your master in repentance and praise his name.”

“I…” The elf hissed but moved onto his knees. He called upon every ounce of his will to defy the order, and it proved insufficient. “Forgive me…” He nearly choked on the last word. “Master.”

“See, that wasn’t so difficult.” Simon pointed a finger at Barthandelus. “We will call upon you soon enough.”

Simon petrified the Merchant with a spell, leaving his statue frozen in the middle of the room. The silence was downright oppressive. 

“Do you still doubt my power, Your Grace?” Simon inquired. “Or would you rather that I feed his soul to a demon to continue our demonstration?” 

Euphemia took a deep breath, but didn’t argue his point. “What are those concessions you asked for?”

“First of all, as I said earlier, our association will be an alliance. If you expect me to become your puppet, you will find your rule most fragile and uneasy.” Simon now had the power to assert himself on the imperial political stage, and he would use it. “Second, I will require the Summoner Crestone.”

Euphemia’s cheeks flushed red with outrage. “If you think I will give you my daughter’s own Crestone–”

“I will need it for a mere second,” Simon interrupted her. “The Overlord can absorb certain Perks from other Crestones. I will simply devour it and take the power I require.”

“I saw Balzam use that ability to steal one of the Monk’s Perks once,” Euphemia replied. “It utterly destroyed the Crestone.”

“And yet Fablan recovered it,” Simon pointed out. It didn’t surprise him all that much that his father had favored consuming martial-oriented Perks. “There are spells capable of restoring a Noble Crestone from a Vassal One. The Mage in Cocagne knows one. We can recreate the Summoner as soon as I devour it.”

Euphemia calmed down and considered his proposal, before coming up with a counterproposal. “All I can promise you is that I will talk to Norbelle about it,” she said. “I will not rob my daughter of her Crestone by force, even for a moment.”

Her delicateness surprised Simon. “Even for the Crimson Throne?”

“I don’t expect someone like you to understand my position,” Euphemia replied with a slight sneer. “This is the best you will get.”

Simon pondered her words for a moment. He had studied Shabram’s files on the empress in past reigns and knew her history well enough to tell that nearly all of her decisions were designed to put her children closer to the Crimson Throne, to the point of ordering Thalas to set his betrothal to Antonine aside when a better match proved convenient. He would have expected her to walk over Norbelle on this matter, or at least pretend to in their negotiation. 

How oddly… sentimental. 

Either way, Simon was reasonably certain Norbelle would go along with the plan, if only out of sheer curiosity. His sister was starved for novelty, and seeing her sibling summon two dark eidolons at once ought to interest her. 

“Very well. As for my final condition.” Simon’s hand clenched into a fist. “I want Louis neutralized and the Mana Sword confiscated.”

“That will be difficult,” Euphemia replied. “Louis can be managed and sidelined–”

“Neutralized,” Simon cut in. 

“What Her Grace means to say is that Louis is the marshal of the empire, on top of his high level and popularity,” Mastemo said tactfully. “Removing him now so soon after your father’s death–”

Simon smashed the table so hard it shattered, his father’s corpse rolling onto the floor.

Euphemia summoned her warhammer and Mastemo their staff as they stepped back, but Simon ignored them. 

“Neutralized,” he repeated himself, very calmly. “Maybe not dead, maybe not now, or tomorrow, but eventually? Neutralized.”

Louis was just too dangerous to let run around freely at the moment, and he had to pay for what he did in the Sanctuary. Even if Simon had the slightest of hopes to reform his brother, or at least put his talents to a more productive use than pointless conflict, he couldn’t tolerate a power mad warmonger ruining his plans yet again.

Louis had to be either shackled or out of his way. 

“Fine, eventually neutralized,” Euphemia replied with a deep breath. “However, as much as I share your desire to see that madman out of the way, he is almost as strong as I am and commands the loyalty of many, your sister included. He would not blindly put all of his faith in a sword, even a blessed one.”

“I agree with Her Grace,” Shabram said. “Prince Louis wouldn’t have dared to strike at your father without covering his bases. He must have an escape method or backup plans should the Mana Sword have failed to work.”

“I have powerful Perks, including one capable of potentially trapping him in a pocket dimension, and I am at my strongest in Frightwall,” Simon countered. “We have Thalas too. I can strengthen you all and trap Louis in a room he cannot escape from. Now is our best chance to deal with him.”

“We might have enough forces in the castle to ambush him now, but we will take casualties, and Lauriane would no doubt fight to save her brother’s life,” Euphemia pointed out, her third eye squinting at Simon over her Judge's blindfold. “Unless you are ready to kill her for a mere chance of taking Louis down.”

Simon scowled behind his helmet. While he wasn’t willing to endanger Lauriane, the fact remained that leaving Louis free and in power meant only kicking the can down the road. 

“I am not saying we shouldn’t fight him at all,” Euphemia clarified herself. “But waging a battle without extensive preparations is currently too risky. We must pick a better place for his defeat and isolate him before we move to eliminate him.” 

Mastemo nodded in assent. “I would add that imprisoning or executing the prince before his culpability has been proven might make him a martyr, and cause his supporters to take arms. We must destroy the crown-prince’s support before we move on to his person.”

“Then you suggest sidelining him first?” Simon guessed. 

“Yes,” Euphemia confirmed. “Louis is no fool. He will not pick a battle in which he is at a severe disadvantage. Your bleeding heart of a sister will not take arms against you unless you make the first move, the generals will follow you, and we can convince Maublanc to join us.”

“Prince Dassein will balk at waging a war against his brother and rightful Overlord too, doubly so once accusations of patricide come to light,” Shabram added. “Much of the War Party’s strength can be dismantled, given time.”

Simon had his doubts considering Euphemia attempted a similar strategy in previous reigns… but then again, she didn’t have the Overlord at her side. Dassein and Lauriane felt no animosity towards him, and he remained the rightful ruler of Endymion by the grace of the Crimson Throne. Many of Louis’ supporters would indeed hesitate twice at raising their banners against the Overlord. 

“I could marry Anna,” Simon suggested. “This would get Maublanc on our sid–”

Euphemia interrupted them, her answer sharper than any blade. “No.”

Simon squinted at his stepmother. “Why not?”

“Any children you father with an outsider will be a threat to mine,” Euphemia replied sternly. “I cannot suffer yet another rival dynastic branch threatening to tear our empire apart.”

Simon scoffed in disdain. “You would have me take a vow of chastity?”

“It would certainly be easier if you could keep your manhood in your pants, unlike your father,” Euphemia replied icily. “You have come to bargain, and that is one of the terms I will not budge on.”

“An unwed Overlord will cause all eligible bachelorettes in the realm to flock to Frightwall, and invite dangerous intrigue within our walls,” Shabram pointed out. “Besides, His Majesty is right. Lord Paimon will require a strong incentive to support us against the War Party.”

“We will break Thalas’ engagement to Antonine de Shax and propose a match with Anna,” Euphemia countered, though she couldn’t help but word it as a subtle jab. “Having Anna marry a trueborn prince ought to satisfy him.”

“What a good consolation prize it would be from marrying the Overlord,” Simon replied with a sneer of disdain. “In that case, I ought to marry Antonine to prevent the Shax from flipping to the other side. No doubt she would sadly agree to the trade.”

“Perhaps I should castrate you then. You would find a vow of chastity easier on your soul.” Euphemia pointed her warhammer at Simon. “I do not trust you, and I have waited half of my life enduring Balzam to see the day when my children would inherit Endymion. I will not suffer one of his bastards fathering yet another dynasty to challenge them.”

“Trust? What does a hag like you know of trust?” Simon’s eyes burned with hellfire. “Do you think I forgot how you tried to have me executed in my youth? Threaten me again, and I swear–”

“Your Majesty, Your Grace.” Mastemo moved between Simon and the empress dowager. “I may have a solution to this problem.”

Simon stared at his reflection in the High Confessor’s mask. “Which one?”

“As Lady Shabram pointed out, it would be unwise to leave Your Majesty unwed. Besides the questions and issues it would raise, no doubt it would fail to alleviate Her Grace’s suspicions about the strength of your alliance.” Mastemo cleared his throat. “However…” 

The High Confessor’s head leaned toward Balzam’s corpse. 

“Her Grace is, alas, freshly widowed.”

A tense silence followed his declaration as its implications sank in.

Is he really suggesting… Simon stared at Euphemia, whose expression had gone blank all of a sudden. We can’t possibly be considering that.

To his utter shock, Euphemia didn’t immediately shut down the idea. “Wouldn’t that be an incestuous union, Your Excellency?”

“There have been cases of sons taking their father’s widow as wives in order to either keep wealth within a clan, or to monetarily support the dowager,” Mastemo replied. No doubt he would find a clever way to justify it to the realm and to himself. “Such a union is not contrary to the teachings of the Light, so long as the newlyweds do not share a blood relationship.”

Simon struggled to suppress his disgust at the proposal. “I think both my stepmother and I would rather bed snakes than each other.” 

“On that much, we agree,” Euphemia replied with the same tone. 

“The marriage would not need to be consummated, since only the High Confessor or a council of the Church could annul it,” Shabram said. “A ceremonial union will be sufficient, though it may cause a scandal.”

“A small price to pay to cement this alliance and maintain stability,” Mastemo argued. “Practically speaking, Her Grace and His Majesty would also martially benefit from such an arrangement. Renewing His Late Majesty’s Balzam marriage contract would give us an edge against Louis too.”

“How so?” Simon asked, being somewhat puzzled. 

“My Class lets me create magical contracts and vows that can grant both benefits and penalties to the signatories,” Euphemia explained. “For example, should we kill someone together after signing a marriage contract, you would receive a greater share of the allocated exp at the cost of being forced to contribute a percentage of mana when I cast spells.” She glared at Balzam’s corpse. “I unwisely signed one with your father prior to our battle with Gargauth to ensure we could triumph against him, and it cost me the Overlord Class.” 

Interesting. Simon knew the Judge could manipulate laws and contracts—having learned that lesson by dying at her hand in a previous reign—but he hadn’t considered that his father and Euphemia benefited from one. The effect reminded him of Lovestruck and could synergize well with the Title.

Our Classes could cover each others’ weaknesses, and my Treacherous Title would let me violate any contract’s terms without consequences, Simon thought. And Mastemo is right, it would improve our odds against Louis.  

Did he look forward to marrying his own stepmother, who tried to execute him in his youth and successfully slew him in a previous reign, while potentially freeing Thalas to steal Anna from him again? Absolutely not. Was he willing to do it if it meant preventing the civil war, saving Eole and the Sanctuary, and ensuring the world survived the Zodiac Parade? Yes, without a doubt. 

He had done far worse for far less. 

“A political marriage is an… acceptable compromise,” Simon decided. “Though I will pass on the consummation.”

Euphemia clutched her hammer. “Hypothetically, should we refuse to ally with you… What would happen?”

“War,” Simon replied bluntly. Did she really want him to say it out loud? “I will go to Lauriane, or Maublanc, or maybe I will cross the ocean to join the White Unicorn to befriend the Paladin.” This drew a brief chuckle from Euphemia. “I have already changed father’s will to ensure the Class would go to your enemies should I perish.”

“You preach our empire’s salvation, yet you would be willing to spite us in death,” Euphemia noted. “You are indeed your father’s son.”

“My father wouldn’t have given you a choice at all,” Simon countered icily. “The point is, should you deny me, then you will have to face Louis alone.”

Euphemia gave him a chilly look. “You were never this assertive or calculating before. Balzam changed drastically the moment he put on that armor, too… ” Her lips pursed. “You do more than inherit some of your predecessors’ knowledge and power, don’t you? The Overlord Class affects your personality.”

She was so close and yet so far… “Thank the Light you were spared this Class’ burden. That is all I will say on the matter for now.” 

“We will have words about this later, trust me.” Euphemia glanced at Mastemo, who nodded in agreement. “This alliance’s framework will suffice, at least until we deal with Louis.”

“I do not believe Prince Louis will surrender this Mana Sword without a fight,” Shabram pointed out, a fact which Simon knew to be correct. “It helped him destroy one Overlord. He will not be foolish enough to give it away to his successor.”

“Avoiding a costly battle, shepherding Princess Lauriane to our side, and ensuring a peaceful transition of power will be victory enough for now,” Mastemo argued. “The crown-prince will have a fight if he proves foolish enough to force one, but we must make sure he is seen as the aggressor.”

“Do we have a deal then?” Simon offered Euphemia his hand. “In return for recognizing me as father’s heir and granting me the Church Party’s support, I will take you as my empress and secure your children’s future against Louis.”

Euphemia stared at his hand for a very long moment, considering all the myriad possibilities and outcomes of her decision, and then realized she had only one path to salvation. 

“The Church Party stands with you,” Euphemia said, shaking his hand firmly. “Overlord Simon.”
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The High Council of Endymion and its generals were gathered in the throne room. 

Simon observed everything from his own room through Lord of the Demon Castle, having Belzemine apply her known buffs on him and casting some of his own. Euphemia, Mastemo, Shabram, a secretly enslaved Malphas, and the generals they had brought into the conspiracy had done so as well. While the Church Party would rather avoid a fight with Louis at this point in time, they still prepared for one should the worst come to pass. 

“They are all here, Your Majesty,” Shabram informed him through her newfound Brand of Sloth. “We are ready to proceed.”

Simon gathered his breath. This would be a very, very tense encounter, but one that would determine who ruled the empire until the Zodiac Parade came knocking. He glanced at his father’s greatsword, Balefire, a thick and sinister black blade stained with crimson streaks which had been forged from Gargauth’s bones after the wyrm’s demise. Though his dracolith had crumbled to dust after his death—likely because the Crimson Throne had consumed the dragon’s soul rather than let him enjoy a private afterlife—enough of his corpse remained to be repurposed into terrible weapons. The ruby-encrusted handle and blade both radiated searing heat. 

Would it be enough to challenge the Mana Sword should it come to it? Vouivre told him Balefire had once split a hill in two when swung by his father, but Balzam had heavily invested in martial Perks. Morning stars still fit Simon better. 

At least the terrain should favor me, Simon thought. He had convinced Euphemia and the rest to go along with his own plot to expose Louis’ guilt in front of the court. This should shake Lauriane’s faith in her brother and prevent hostilities from spiraling out of control. And if not… we will be ready.

Simon teleported into the throne room with Belzemine, clad in the Overlord armor, his father’s greatsword and a bloody bag in his hands. The room went silent as he materialized, his Fiendmask turning him into the perfect copy of his late father.  

The room went silent at his presence, the dozens of guards present standing up in regimented order, the generals and councilors bowing low. Thalas and Lauriane both saluted him, neither knowing about the truth, but Louis simply sighed in resignation. He had expected his father to have survived his assassination attempt after failing to obtain the Overlord Class, and Simon was happy to play into his preconceptions. 

Nonetheless, the way Louis looked at his ‘father’ put the latter ill at ease. Simon had the stark suspicion his brother was calculating the space between them, and the odds that he could skewer him with the Mana Sword before the Overlord could react. 

It said something about Louis Magnos’ confidence that he was still considering a battle in these circumstances. 

“Did you really think you could kill me so easily, my son?” Simon asked, his voice a perfect imitation of his father’s own. “With an elven blade, of all things?”

“Yes, I did,” Louis replied without remorse. 

“What’s going on here?” Lauriane asked. Though the location had changed, this conversation did not deviate much from the last time Simon lived through it. 

“Your brother ambushed me in my bedroom and failed to kill me,” Simon said. “Pathetically so, I might add.”

“What?!” Lauriane glanced at her brother in disbelief. “Louis, is this true?” 

“You traitor!” Thalas snarled as he put on his Berserker outfit. Simon and the others had chosen not to put him in their confidence yet, since his genuine reaction would provide some credibility to the setup. “You dared strike at our father?!”

“Do not tell me you wouldn’t have done the same in my position, Thalas,” Louis replied coldly. “I saw an opportunity to take the throne and seized it.” The prince stared at his father without fear or hesitation. “Is this supposed to be my execution site for failing?”

He has a backup plan, Simon thought. He was doubting Euphemia’s warnings earlier, but he was convinced of it now. Nobody would be so confident surrounded by foes and doubters without an ace-up-their-sleeve. 

Still, Simon doubted he expected this. 

“That depends on you, my son. There are still some unclear elements in your conspiracy.” Simon snapped his finger, and Malphas was compelled to reveal his true appearance to all witnesses. “Barthandelus, did you deliver the Mana Sword to our chapel on the Oracle’s orders?”

‘I…” Patriate choked as the Brand of Pride compelled him to answer. “Yes, I did… but I didn’t know who would pick it up.”

Euphemia sneered at Louis. “You collaborated with an elven spy to betray our nation?”

“I knew our Merchant was a snake, stepmother, but his elven nature eluded me,” Louis replied, frowning at Simon. “Why make my chastisement a public spectacle, Father? To shame me for using an elven weapon to strike you down rather than relying on my own strength?”

“Partly.” Simon tossed him the bloody bag. “Here’s the fruit of your treachery.”

Louis caught the bag, warily opened it… and then paled when he saw the contents. He looked up to Simon in silence, no doubt trying to figure out what was going on. 

“Go on,” Simon taunted him. “Show them.”

Louis recovered his composure and tipped the bag over, the head of Balzam Magnos rolling out onto the floor. 

Everyone not already aware of the Overlord’s demise gasped in shock and horror, none louder than Lauriane. Thalas himself was too astonished and horrified to say a word, staring at Balzam’s head in disbelief. 

“Father?” Lauriane rushed to the head’s side and put on her Alchemist Class outfit. No doubt it revealed the truth to her. “By the Light…”

“Your foolish attempt on our father’s life did succeed,” Simon informed Louis, his Fiendmask fading away. “You are guilty of both patricide and kingslaying, Louis.” 

While Louis remained quiet like a stone, Lauriane’s eyes widened as she recognized his voice. “Simon?”

“No way…” Thalas grit his teeth, his eyes ablaze with fury. “What are you doing in Father’s armor, bastard?!”

“It is mine now, Thalas,” Simon replied, planting his father’s greatsword in the ground. “The Crimson Throne has passed over our murderous brother and chose me instead.”

“Liar–”

“Your half-brother speaks true, Thalas,” Euphemia interrupted her son, her hammer pointing at Louis. “Our crown-prince colluded with an enemy spy to murder his own father, and the Overlord Class disavowed him for it. He is a coward, a traitor, and a kinslayer.”

No sooner did she move that a metaphorical weight fell upon everyone in the throne hall; an inviolable order that others could only defy at their own peril. 

Judge Euphemia issued the following Law: The use of one-handed swords inside Frightwall is forbidden. 

Judgment: Gleipnir. 

Louis’ eyes darted to the empress and back to Simon, his face betraying a small hint of tension. No doubt he was starting to see the strings and the trap he had walked into. Lauriane was too rattled to side with him, and he was alone in a room full of dignitaries who had witnessed his confession. Even those who had no love for Balzam couldn’t be seen collaborating with a kinslayer and an elven agent. 

“I can see your plan in your eyes, brother,” Simon said. “You wonder if you should escape, or run across the room to strike me down where I stand. Let me help you clear that confusion.” He raised Balefire at his sibling, his allies moving to surround Louis from all sides. “There is no future where you keep the Mana Sword and live.”

He caught a scowl on Euphemia’s lips and the slight tension in his allies’ body language. They had asked Simon not to push for an unnecessary battle by making harsh demands, and they knew there was no way Louis would surrender the Mana Sword without resistance, but Simon knew better than to leave Louis running around with that weapon. The Church Party couldn’t exactly stand down should the crown-prince attack either, especially not after their public accusations. 

Thankfully for them, Louis didn’t strike; nor did he surrender the sword.  

Instead, he laughed.

Although Simon had already heard that dry, small chuckle before, it never failed to unnerve him or his audience; doubly so when it was met with a dreadful silence.  

“You find this funny?!” Thalas snarled at his brother. 

“Don’t you? He outplayed us all from the very beginning, your mother and I both.” Louis calmed down and faced his bastard brother with a bemused smirk. “I will surrender the sword to you if you can answer me one question, Simon.” 

Euphemia’s jaw clenched in disdain. “You are in no position to–” 

“Ask away,” Simon cut in, ignoring her.

Louis’ head tilted to the side in genuine curiosity. “Why were you chosen instead of me, if I indeed slew our father?”

Why indeed? On paper, Louis was the perfect heir for the Magnos legacy; talented, intelligent, perceptive, and well-connected. He had a startling lack of empathy that rivaled that of dragons, a naked lust for destruction, and grandiose ambitions born of a megalomaniacal ego. He would have made a natural Overlord, for fools who didn’t understand what the Class was truly about. 

But Simon had had the displeasure of seeing how the crown-prince acted over two dozen reigns. Although they had all strongly diverged, the way Louis approached them had always been the same: naked violence and brutality. 

And that was why he had failed to kill his father as many times as Simon did; and why he would never become the Overlord. 

“How many people have you killed with a sword, brother?” Simon asked. 

“Countless,” Louis replied. 

“Did your sword ever level-up?” 

Louis’ lips pursed into a scowl. “No, it did not.”

“Of course it didn’t. Why would the System reward a tool for serving its function?” Simon met his brother’s gaze. “The truth, Louis, is that for all of your talent and intelligence… you are just a weapon.” 

Every time Louis had encountered a problem, his solution had been to try to fight and kill it. Yes, he adapted his approach to different circumstances, but in the end, he more or less treated war as an end in itself. Even his alliances usually devolved into further infighting. He couldn’t keep what he conquered and did more damage to Endymion than the White Unicorn and Vouivre combined. 

Louis was the perfect warrior, but a poor Overlord. No doubt that had been their father’s design. 

“You think you can kill all of your problems, and that makes you so predictable the Oracle only had to put a shiny sword in your path to know you would murder your own father with it,” Simon told Louis with utter sincerity. “The Overlord Class is not evil for its own sake. It is the power to rule, pure and unrelenting. The strength to bring peace and discipline to a world filled with chaos and uncertainty; an aptitude which you utterly lack.”

Louis’ expression turned into one of vague amusement, with a hint of fascination. “And you believe yourself different, Simon?”

“I alone can save the world from itself, Louis.” And Simon believed every single word of that statement. After all, he had learned that from experience. “I will be able to make things happen; things you wouldn’t believe are possible. You will not recognize our empire when I’m through with it.”

“I see.” Louis studied his sibling for a moment, then nodded to himself. He had reached a conclusion of his own. “Infinite Armory.”

The Mana Sword appeared in his hands, pale and shining with power. Its radiance was almost overwhelming to Simon’s Dark Visionary senses. 

No sooner did it appear that Euphemia’s magic took effect. A rune-encrusted iron rope as thin as a ribbon and stronger than any mortal chain materialized out of the ground, binding Louis’ hands, feet, and neck. The crown-prince looked unperturbed. Simon readied himself to teleport out the moment Louis attempted to free himself, and he spotted his followers muttering words of power to fire spells on the fly at the first sign of provocation. 

Yet the only noise that echoed in the room was that of Louis’ knee hitting the ground. 

“Here is the blade I killed our father with, Overlord Simon.” Louis offered him the Mana Sword. “I surrender.”

The silence that followed was so oppressive, so absolute, that Simon could cut the tension with a knife. He hesitated for a very long moment, then glanced at Belzemine. His friend and ally moved to take the Mana Sword from Louis without resistance, the blade immediately glowing in her hands the moment she seized it. The divine power within echoed with whatever inner light Belzemine possessed. 

It was the Mana Sword. The real Mana Sword, not a replica. 

“I admit I am surprised, brother,” Simon confessed. His sibling’s reaction left him utterly puzzled. What was he playing at? “I expected you to give me a fake.”

“I do not need that sword to kill you, Simon,” Louis replied with absolute confidence, and not the misplaced kind. The nerve of this man… “Besides, you did teach me a valuable lesson. I ought not to be so… predictable.”

Simon squinted at Louis, then pointed Balefire at his throat, much to Lauriane’s protests. “Simon!”

“Do not mistake my mercy for weakness, Louis,” Simon warned his half-brother. “I know about your secret airship fleet and all of your assets. Any betrayal will be met with a swift and severe punishment."

“Why would I betray you?” Louis asked while shrugging his shoulders. “I give it less than a year before you reach the same conclusion I did and come around to my way of thinking.”

Simon squinted behind his helmet. “Which one?”

“That we are set to inherit an empire unworthy of our rule.” Louis smirked, bloodlust and anticipation glimmering in his pale grey eyes. “That there can be no peace with our enemies.”

This is far too easy, Simon thought. He is plotting something. Or does he think he can bide his time until Euphemia and I come to blows? 

Surrendering the real Mana Sword rather than a fake suggested Louis was at least willing to play the obedient prisoner for now in exchange for his life. Simon guessed he could at least play along for now, if only to avoid making an enemy of Lauriane and Dassein. Keeping Louis under close surveillance and away from his Crestones—both the Warrior and Hellblade—should at least contain his influence. 

Simon might as well take a look at the Warrior’s Perks too while at it. He had the intuition he was more likely than not to fight for that one in the future. 

“We shall see about that.” Simon pointed at his councillors with his chin. “Take the prince’s Crestones and escort him back to his quarters. Keep him under watch until I decide what to do with him.”

“Since you have verbally agreed to surrender, Louis, you are now under House Arrest,” Euphemia informed Louis, her magic causing light to swirl around the crown-prince. “We shall not harm you; in return, you are forbidden to leave your assigned residence, resist our representatives, or communicate with outsiders without our authorization. Violating those terms will result in immediate execution.”

“Yes, yes, I know how your Class works, stepmother,” Louis replied dismissively. “No need to remind me of my rights.”

Simon knew this was a joke, since Euphemia’s Arrests required her to inform the target of what they could or couldn’t do to work. From what he had gathered, House Arrest prevented the target from leaving a set area by any means, including teleportation, and punished attempts at violence. In return, neither Euphemia nor her allies could harm Louis so long as he respected their terms. 

This should neutralize the crown-prince without turning him into a martyr. Besides the fact that executing Louis after he surrendered without a fight would send the wrong message, Simon wouldn’t find another level eighty Warrior anytime soon. If Louis was indeed willing to play along for now, his talents might be put to better use than starting a civil war. 

“Now that this is settled,” Simon said, “I command the High Council to make all the necessary arrangements for my coronation and upcoming wedding.”

“Your… wedding?” Lauriane repeated, completely at a loss for words at this sudden turn of events. 

“I lay claim to all that which my father owned.” Simon gallantly extended a hand to Euphemia. “For the sake of stability and a peaceful transition of power, this shall include his widow.”

Thalas’ cheeks flushed red with rage, his axe catching fire all of a sudden. “If you dare lay a hand on my mother, bastard–”

“Enough, Thalas.” Much to her son’s and Lauriane’s horror, Euphemia reluctantly took Simon’s hand, her touch cold as ice. “He is taking nothing that I have not willingly offered.”

While Simon had moved on from such petty pleasures, he had to admit he struggled not to laugh at Thalas’ face. That look of sheer disbelief, horror, impotent fury, and pure despair all rolled into one was truly one of a kind. 

No, I shouldn’t laugh at him, Simon told himself. His feelings on Thalas had mellowed out after his stay in the Sanctuary had helped him clear his mind. His half-brother wasn’t beyond help. I should make an effort to get along with him this reign. 

Simon was, after all, going to become like a father to him.  

“You are too bold by half,” Euphemia whispered to Simon as he moved to seize his rightful seat of power. “This could have easily spiraled out of control.”

“The results speak for themselves,” Simon replied. “Tomorrow belongs to us now.”

The Crimson Throne welcomed him, its clock striking four the moment Simon sat on it. A terrible, droning noise echoed out of the malevolent device, its ruby eyes glowing with malice. All of Frightwall shuddered like a beast roused from its slumber. None could deny the fact that the Overlord’s castle and throne had accepted Simon.

For the first time since he inherited his Class, the Fourth Overlord would rule in his own name. 

“For now, I’ll demand oaths of fealty!” Simon ordered his family and subjects. “So kneel! Kneel before Simon Magnos, the Fourth Overlord!”

And then they did. 

His slaves, from Belzemine to Malphas and the generals, were the first to do so, followed by true believers and allies like Shabram and Mastemo. Lauriane bit her tongue and hesitated, but she followed through. Thalas looked fit to gag, his teeth biting his tongue; only when his mother sent him an icy glare did he finally submit like all the others. Euphemia alone remained standing at her future husband’s side, as an empress should, a thin smile stretching on her lips as she looked down on the throne room. 

The flow of experience and pleasure that followed was perhaps the most intense Simon had ever experienced. 


Level 68 Overlord Perk: Unquestionable Ruler V (Active): You have learned to delegate your evil. You can now select a willing creature to serve as the centerpiece of an Edict you cast. The creature serves as the focal point of the casting, with its radius being proportional to the creature’s level, and the Edict’s escape clause becoming the creature’s death. The creature cannot leave the Edict’s area of effect, but is immune to its penalties. You learn the Edict of the Wounded Earth. 

Edict of the Wounded Earth: The land howls in pain, causing terrible earthquakes and lava streams to devastate the countryside. Hot winds leave the air dry, Frost and Water effects are weakened, and Fire and Earth ones are empowered. 



Everything was finally in its proper place.
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  The transition of power was concluded with very little bloodshed.

Summons were issued to every official and noble of note, from Maublanc to Norbelle, Dassein, and Isabelle Barbatos. The messages recalled them to the capital, informing them that Balzam Magnos was dead and the new Overlord, Simon Magnos, now demanded an oath of fealty from them. It would take them days to return to the capital, and Simon suspected a few would ignore the order, but that was fine. What mattered was that the entire imperial leadership would be informed of the transition and forced to take a stand on it.

Otherwise, Malphas’ agents in the city were promptly arrested, and Simon dispatched messengers to his sisters offering a meeting to discuss peace with Illusea and an offer of amnesty. He hoped sending friendly messengers rather than guards would intrigue them enough not to flee or fight back. He had plans for them.

So far so good, Simon thought as he studied the Warrior Crestone in his father’s quarters—now his own. He could almost taste its thirst for battle, and its desire to reunite with Louis. The Crestone constantly tried to escape Simon’s grasp and roll its way back to its imprisoned owner. A match baptized in blood.


The Warrior: The legendary armsmaster, soldier, and martial fighter, whose mastery of weapons and peerless skill lets them overcome any foe. 

Strength S, Vitality A, Agility B, Perception A, Magic D, Intelligence B, Charisma C, Luck A. 

Armsmaster (Passive): Allows the user to quickly replicate and master any Weapon Technique.

Infinite Armory (Active): You can stock up any number of weapons that you own in a unique pocket dimension only you have access to, and bring them out at will; true to its name, it can contain a limitless number of items, but they must be weapons. Should you die, all weapons in your Infinite Armory are released at the spot of your demise.

Equip All (Passive): You can equip any kind of armor, weapon, or shield as if you met the prerequisites, and do not suffer any penalty from them.

Master of Offense (Passive): Your attacks with weapons inflict 30% more damage, and the critical hits damage modifier is vastly increased. 

Level 1 Warrior Perk: Warmaster I (Passive): Gains medium proficiency with all weapons (x1.5 damage). 



A shame I only have one Devour Crestone spot left for now, Simon thought. Master of Offense, Equip All, and especially Armsmaster would have all been worth consuming. Even Infinite Armory, while redundant with Inventory, had the benefit of having no cap on the weapons stocked within at the cost of not being able to store anything else. No wonder Louis became so deadly if these are the Warrior’s very first Perks. 

Then again, Simon gained a Devour Crestone Perk every ten levels or so. Mayhaps he would find an occasion to consume this one too in the near future…

“The castle and Marthrone are ours, but we need a new marshal as soon as possible to purge the army of Louis’ loyalists,” Euphemia said as she poured them each a glass of wine. Sitting in the very room in which her husband had been murdered did not trouble her in the slightest. In fact, she had been so pleased with how their coup was going that a thin smile never left her lips. “I know the perfect person for the job.”

“Please don’t suggest Thalas,” Simon quipped as he stored the Warrior Crestone in his Inventory. “Neither me nor the army will accept him.”

Euphemia scowled. “I was considering Beatrice, the Templar Order’s Knight-Commander.”

“Beatrice?” Simon raised an eyebrow as he grabbed his own cup. “Dassein would be more appropriate. He is a follower at heart–”

“And your brother’s creature,” Euphemia said. “Even if he thinks twice about opposing you, he will keep nominating War Party members into key positions. You want to avoid Louis plotting a coup should he escape custody? Then we must reform the army to be loyal to us.”

“Beatrice is loyal to Mastemo, not us.”

“And Mastemo is loyal to me in turn. His entire side of the Church of the Light’s schism derives legitimacy from my Visionary gifts and its Overlord-backed state religion status. He will not risk alienating us.” The empress sipped her glass. “Moreover, what better way to reform the army to fight the Zodiac Fiends than a Templar?”

She’s not wrong, Simon admitted. Beatrice and her Templar team had nearly managed to defeat a weakened Exodeos, to the point she forced the demon to throw her into an interdimensional rift when he failed to overcome her. She would make an ideal marshal to lead the charge against the Zodiac Fiends. 

However, putting the army in the hands of someone loyal to Mastemo rather than to him didn’t please him in the slightest. The unfortunate truth of siding with one of the court’s parties for power meant he had to give them leverage in return. Simon had to make sure his ‘allies’ wouldn’t gain too much power at his expense.

I can’t show any weakness to Euphemia, Simon thought. The truth remained that his alliance with the empress was one of convenience. If she sees an opportunity to take me out to put Thalas or Norbelle on the Crimson Throne at my expense, she’ll take it. 

“The four generals will remain in place, as their brands guarantee their loyalty,” Simon argued. “Lauriane will also retain control over the Goetia Research Facility.”

Euphemia glared at him. “Are you insane? We cannot let Louis’ followers stay in command of such critical infrastructure.”

“And they will rebel if we alienate them too much,” Simon countered. “Shabram informed me that Duke Flauros and Duke Barbatos already denied my summons, the former because he’s fearful for his secret elven wife’s safety, and the latter because he remains loyal to Louis. We can’t allow a coalition to form against us. Lauriane will never oppose me so long as I do not give her cause to.”

“Your faith in her is misplaced,” Euphemia countered harshly. “If she has to choose between a bastard and her trueborn sibling, she will always pick the latter.”

Simon’s jaw clenched. While he dearly hoped she was wrong and he knew from experience that Lauriane had been willing to murder their own father for his sake, he had never lived through a reign where she had to take arms against him while knowing he fought for the other side.

“Then we will have Beatrice increase the army’s oversight over the facility,” Simon countered. “We can simply replace the guards with our own.”

“Yes, that would be wiser. I will suggest a new chief of security to better secure the site.” Euphemia sipped her wine. “I have candidates in mind to replace Patriate. Good men with years of experience and Merchant Vassal Class levels.”

And loyal to you, Simon thought. The empress had a voracious appetite for offices. “There’s no need. Shabram already summoned our new Merchant to court.”

Euphemia didn’t hide her displeasure. “Whom?”

“The mayor of Whispermire, Odette Kano. A talented woman who had the gall to raise a complex manalith mining operation under our nose and the talent to hide it from the authorities.”

Now the empress looked aghast. “You want to entrust the imperial treasury to a smuggler? One without any Merchant Vassal levels?”

“It doesn’t matter. Barthandelus confessed to me that the Merchant is unique among Noble Classes in that it can sell its experience to a successor, the same way a Vassal Class’ levels can be redeemed into Noble ones.” Simon smiled at the empress. “Besides, her criminal past is exactly why she will be a perfect fit for the job.”

The truth was that while there were certainly many good candidates to inherit the Merchant Crestone at court, almost all of them had ties to one party or the other. Simon didn’t trust any of them and would rather avoid entrusting a Noble Class to potential rivals. Odette was a known quantity and already guilty of working with the Cobweb, so the only thing that spared her from death or prison was the Overlord’s protection. She had no ally or noble patron who would be offended if she died. In short, her appointment and prosperity rested entirely on Simon’s goodwill, which ought to ensure her loyalty.

Finally, the Archer in Uyo would be the first Zodiac to rise, and Odette had been the closest to find the lost city of Rhapta in past reigns.

“I will not let you staff the High Council with ruffians and whores,” Euphemia warned him with a sneer of disdain. “It is insulting enough to keep Shabram on the Council after her affair with my husband.”

“You don’t have a choice in the matter,” Simon replied bluntly. He had to set boundaries and remind her they were in a partnership, and not the junior kind. “Either I get Kano or Dassein becomes marshal in Beatrice’s place.”

Euphemia glared at him, but her eyes lingered more on his forehead than anything. “You’ve never been to Whispermire nor visited it, so how could you know this Kano?” she wondered, squinting. “You’ve been planning this for a very long time, haven’t you?”

“Mayhaps.” Simon steepled his fingers. “You see it, don’t you?”

“If you mean that black blot of miasma on your forehead, then yes, I do. The sight of it sickens me.” She gripped her glass in disgust. “Balzam experimented on you like he did with Norbelle. It’s why he kept you away from power and under constant surveillance.”

Simon rested his head on his fist. “I take it you did not authorize the spells Firewand cast on Norbelle.”

“How could you even think I would allow that elf to mutate your unborn sister?” Euphemia closed a fist. “I had not yet fully grasped what kind of man your father truly was then. He told me they were meant to avoid complications, and I was too young and foolish to doubt him.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Simon said with genuine sympathy. Although he didn’t get along with his stepmother, he knew from Balzam’s letter that his father had been manipulating her since she was thirteen and even murdered her in past reigns to ‘motivate’ Thalas. “He played you from the day you met. He never cared.”

“You know nothing.”

“I know he isolated you,” Simon countered. “That he desired you from the moment you met, killed any perceived rivals, and even murdered his own wife when she got in his way.”

“Eleanor… I suspected Balzam had a hand in it years after the fact, but nobody could ever prove it.” Euphemia shook her head in disgust. “How did you learn of that?”

“I had visions.” Simon was better off not mentioning any of Balzam’s letters, lest Euphemia demand to read them. “I was hoping you could help me refine my gifts.”

“What is there for me to teach you? Whatever ‘gifts’ you possess are an alchemical mockery of a true Visionary’s blessings.” Euphemia glanced at the bed in which Balzam died. “Your father was deluded. A third eye is a divine right, not a mere mutation.”

If a third eye is a divine right, then am I a god for unlocking one myself? Simon mused.

“Then how do you explain my visions? Or the fact I can form eidolon contracts?” Euphemia stared at him incredulously, as if he had been speaking gibberish into an unknown tongue. “Yes, I can do that as well.”

“How would you know?” Euphemia asked with skepticism. “I would have known if Balzam had let you contract with an eidolon.”

True, Simon thought. I need to think of a good excuse that won’t hint to the truth of the reigns. “Would you believe me if I said I contracted them in a past life?”

“No,” Euphemia replied bluntly. “That’s not how it works.”

“For you, maybe, but not for me,” Simon replied, choosing to leave her hanging to keep her off her game. The more wary she was of what he could or couldn’t do, the more concessions he could obtain. “I will give you a live demonstration when Norbelle returns from her trip to Cocagne. Either way, I do possess Visionary gifts and the Overlord Class can cast powerful Edicts, not unlike your Judge’s Laws.”

“You want me to train you, yet you ask for much without offering anything in turn.” Euphemia thoughtfully pondered his words and then set her glass aside. “I will consider it—and the proper compensation—after the wedding.”

Of course she wouldn’t trust him with her knowledge until she gained leverage over him. “How will we proceed with that?”

“We must hold a lavish ceremony alongside the coronation,” Euphemia suggested. “Your father was fond of military triumphs to showcase our empire’s wealth and power. We must dazzle the nobility and people to show this is the beginning of a new golden age for Endymion. A three-day festival with the whole imperial nobility, viceroys, and foreign dignitaries in attendance ought to suffice.”

“You would have the Bard herself sing at our wedding?” The idea pleased Simon. “What about the coronation? Should we have Mastemo crown me like he did Father?”

“No,” Euphemia said immediately. “Either you crown yourself or have the Keeper of the Throne do so. Balzam had Mastemo crown him emperor to showcase the union between our nation and the Church of the Light, but having the High Confessor do the same with his successor will set a dangerous precedent. He will simply anoint us.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “I thought Mastemo was loyal to you.”

“He is, but his successor may be another matter.” She smiled thinly as she emptied her glass. “Our dynasty’s legitimacy cannot derive from any other power than our own.”

Here was the master diplomat at work. Simon recalled that Euphemia was rather skilled at building coalitions without surrendering much of her power. She and Louis would have covered each other’s weaknesses well had they learned to get along... “And the marriage contract?”

Euphemia snapped her fingers and produced an enchanted scroll which she handed to Simon. “This is a first draft, with a list of potential benefits.”

Simon expected crushing, one-sided terms he would have to harshly contest and negotiate, but they turned out to be relatively fair. First of all, both parties agreed to support and not harm each other in any way, whether directly or indirectly. Simon would also be required to name a child of Euphemia as his heir in his will, and neither party could cheat on the other on the pain of death.

In return, the contract offered a wide list of benefits by more or less treating them as a single unit. For example, they could see each other’s stats and summon their spouse to their location; healing spells or damage affecting one would have half of the effect transferred to the other; their stats could be pooled together and then equally split, and they could share their mana pools or the awarded experience. Lovestruck looked awfully limited in comparison.

“I am willing to take the split damage, healing, and mana, alongside the mutual summoning clause,” Simon decided. Sharing stats and System screens risked triggering the Crimson Throne’s failsafe. “This should ensure mutual loyalty. If one goes down, so does the other.”

“Fair enough. This will immediately let one of us know if the other is under attack too.”

“Otherwise, I would modify the faithfulness part. I am not taking a vow of chastity.”

“You will,” Euphemia insisted coldly. “I spent over a decade suffering your presence and your father’s whores in my castle–”

“Our castle.” My castle.

“–and I will not live through another,” Euphemia cut in, ignoring him. “Any bastard you have will be a threat.”

“Can’t we simply say that any bastard I have will be ineligible to inherit my Class and empire?”

“Neither were you supposed to inherit anything, and yet here you are, sitting on the Crimson Throne.”

“True,” Simon conceded the point, “But I don’t think we’ll be capable of maintaining a years long sexless sham marriage without growing frustration.” That was how he and Remedia ended up embroiled in an affair. “This restriction will create rifts our enemies can exploit. Don’t tell me you’ve never been tempted to have an affair during the two decades you spent married to my father. Your Grace is not that dutiful.”

Though she flashed him a baleful glare, Euphemia wasn’t hypocritical enough to deny it. “I was tempted by someone,” she admitted, “But we were both wise enough to understand Balzam would have him killed if we crossed the line.”

“Personally, I don’t particularly care whom Your Grace takes her pleasure with.” This whole marriage was a complete farce and a political settlement in the end.

“Any affair on either side would weaken our legitimacy.”

“In the short-term, yes, but in the long-term, people will stop caring,” Simon replied. “How about we change the clause to neither of us being capable of having an affair without the other’s permission or acknowledgment? We would keep the door open for a change in the future without harming our current interests.”

Euphemia hesitated a moment, before nodding warily. “I will consider it… but do not expect to finagle your way out of your duties.”

If only she knew about his Titles… Still, Simon didn’t intend to put them to the test unless strictly necessary.

After that, Euphemia took her leave for the night in order to better review the adjusted contract. Simon steeled himself as his next appointment walked into his quarters.

Lauriane was in for a long overdue discussion.

His half-sister looked at him slouching in their father’s chair without a word, her lips pursing. Seeing his beloved sister stare at him this way put Simon ill at ease.

“I may have changed, Lauriane, but at the end of the day, it is still me,” he reassured her. “I am still Simon.”

“I am not so sure,” Lauriane admitted as she warily sat to his left. “Less than a week ago, you were my baby brother doing his best to keep his head down and his nose in books so as to not to draw attention; now Father’s dead, you’re the new Overlord, and plotting with Euphemia to take over the empire.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “You told Euphemia that the Overlord transfers some of the previous holders’ power and knowledge to the current holder, but that can’t explain everything. Were you lying to us all those years? Feigning weakness and biding your time until you could pull a coup?”

“Is that what Louis believes?” Simon guessed, knowing his sister had visited him in his quarters. “I wasn’t lying, Lauriane, but it is true our father kept me isolated because he was afraid of what I could do. The Overlord Class awakened latent and long-suppressed gifts.”

Lauriane’s scowl deepened further. “Visionary gifts?”

“Yes. I unlocked some of my Remembrances.” Which was true, from a certain point of view. “I saw what our father did to your mother. How he strangled her to death in order to marry Euphemia.”

Lauriane looked away in doubt and denial. “Louis said the same, and that he killed our father in retaliation, among other things, but… I can’t believe it.”

“I have proof. Our father walled-in her corpse in a secret passage connecting her room to Anna’s in Castle Carcas after taking her out of the crypt’s sarcophagus.” Lauriane stared at him in utter disbelief. “You can go check and cast divination spells on the body. Her ghost will show you the truth.”

Having two of her beloved brothers corroborate the same story gave Lauriane pause. “I will investigate,” she decided. “However, I hope you didn’t summon me to have me relinquish Goetia to Euphemia.”

Simon shook his head. “A Church Party loyalist will become marshal and you will suffer from increased oversight, but you’ll keep the facility.”

“Then you are wise not to trust Euphemia. She will get rid of you as soon as you lose your usefulness to her, no matter what she promised you.”

“I will handle her,” Simon promised with a sigh. “The truth is that it’s a necessary evil. A great disaster is looming, and we cannot afford a civil war.”

Lauriane’s eyebrows furrowed ever deeper. “What disaster?”

Simon proceeded to give her the same speech he gave Euphemia’s Church Party and which he had planned to share with the High Council’s remaining members later, informing her about the threat of Gargauth’s children, the Oracle’s plots, and most importantly, the looming threat of the Zodiac Parade.

“You say one such crystal is in the Darkwood?” Lauriane asked, steepling her fingers as she pondered this information. She appeared torn between unease and cautious interest. “It’s a stone’s throw away from the Goetia Research Facility.”

“It should be easy for you to check on its existence,” Simon confirmed. “I have a way of safely extracting it from its seal, but the demon inside will reform once the comet crosses into its constellation.”

“Maybe not,” Lauriane argued. “I have the best minds in the empire on retainer. We can find a way to permanently contain the demon and possibly harness its energies.”

“It is true we can siphon its miasma before the comet arrives,” Simon admitted. He had done the exact same thing with Nodens’ power back in the Sanctuary. “We could build better airships, golems that could increase our agricultural production…”

“Or weapons,” Lauriane pointed out. “We could use one fiend’s power to take down another.”

It’s risky, but not impossible, Simon thought. The fiends weren’t a united front, and Mardok successfully defeated them the first time by exploiting both their divisions and the Noble Heroes’ naivety. We can’t exclude any option yet.

“Let’s focus on studying containment methods first.” Simon gathered his breath and then took his sister’s hands into his own. “Lauriane, I need your help more than I ever did before.”

Lauriane blushed slightly. “Of course I will help you,” she reassured him. “I admit this is much to process all at once, but you are my brother and surrounded by enemies. Louis asked me to support you too. He thinks you will come around to our point of view, given time.”

“I have no desire to conquer the western continent or Illusea, should they agree to a long-term peace. I should negotiate one with them soon.” Lauriane’s smile of fondness—the kind she gave him when he said something adorably foolish—surprised Simon. “What?”

“You have changed, Simon, but you still have the naivety of youth. It’s almost a relief.” She shook her head with resignation. “There can be no peace with Illusea, let alone Lore and the rest of the world. Our struggle with them is existential. Either we’ll kill them or they’ll kill us.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Simon argued. “There will be no world to fight over if we do not set aside our differences to focus on the Zodiac Parade. I’ll find a way to convince them of this truth.”

“I hope you are right, Simon, and that I am wrong.” Lauriane took a long, deep breath. “I will secure the Darkwood and… check Castle Carcas.”

“That’s all I can ask for for now,” Simon replied, squeezing her fingers. “Thank you for having my back, Lauriane.”

“Always.” Lauriane seemed to hesitate to tell him something, before changing her mind. “You are a Magnos, Simon. Never let Euphemia convince you otherwise.”

Simon wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by that, but he nodded in agreement either way.

Once his half-sister departed, Simon summoned the Keeper of the Throne to his side. He needed to meet with some prisoners.

“Bring Elaine Malphas to me,” Simon decided. “I will give her an offer she cannot refuse.”
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  Elaine Malphas hated him.

She was clever enough to hide it well, of course, since she played the innocent, dutiful girl and fell to her knees the moment she walked into Simon’s quarters, begging for her father’s life.

“Your Majesty, I swear to you, I did not know my father had been so thoroughly deceived,” she said, crying crocodile tears. “Please, I beg of you to spare his life…”

“I have no desire to kill him.” Simon had already slain Patriate once, after all, and considered that grudge settled. It was nothing personal now. “But I need you both.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. I am your loyal subject.” Elaine pretended to think for a moment before suggesting, “I… I could be your spy. My father and I could pretend to work for the Oracle and feed her false information.” Her hands moved to sensually touch his thighs. “Please… I would do anything.”

Simon looked at her a moment before taking a deep breath. “You think your anti-brand dagger will let you free yourself and your father from my dominion the moment you leave Frightwall?”

Elaine was experienced enough to feign confusion, but she couldn’t suppress the look of surprise in her eyes. “Your Majesty, I do not understand…”

“Or perhaps you believe you can slice my throat while I sleep? Selling your body is a small price to pay to kill the Overlord, after all.” Simon stepped back to the table. “Cease this comedy, Elaine. You can drop the mask.”

And when she realized trickery was pointless, Elaine’s expression grew cold. Gone was the crying, innocent maiden trying to save her father from execution by any means necessary; the woman in front of Simon was a spy with a cause and the determination to see Endymion burn for its crimes against her family. Simon knew a cup of Uyo coffee with chocolate wouldn’t smooth over her disposition, but he still offered her one.

She didn’t take it.

“I did not murder your mother, Elaine,” Simon said, breaking the silence. It might not be the best conversation opener, but he didn’t have much to work with.

Elaine’s glare would have murdered him a thousand times if looks could kill. “Did you force my father to tell you of our history?”

“No, I saw it in my visions.” Simon had found that people were a lot more respectful when they believed he could predict the future. “For what it's worth, I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Your apology is worth nothing.” Elaine straightened up, her spine stiffening with defiance. “Did you call me here to watch me squirm? If so, then slice my throat now and spare me your drivel.”

“I would suggest holding your tongue, since other imperial officials are likely to cut it one day,” Simon warned her. “I called you here to offer you a job, not to take anything from you. I want you to be my ambassador to Illusea and the White Unicorn.”

“Your… ambassador?” Elaine scowled. “I will not help you stir dissent among the White Unicorn.”

“And you won’t. Unlike my father, I am a man of peace.” Elaine scoffed at his words. “It is true. I want to sign a non-aggression pact with the White Unicorn and the elves. Let bygones be bygones… especially since a second Doom will soon devastate the world within a year’s time.”

“A second Doom, truly?” Elaine rolled her eyes in disdain. “Is that the best you could come up with? That we should leave a tyrant in peace because the world will end otherwise?”

“This is true,” Simon snapped back. “The Oracle knows. A black comet will befoul the sky and demons of old will rise again–”

“Lies!” Elaine replied. “Your kind always lies.”

“Won’t you at least listen?” Simon asked in annoyance. He knew this would be a tough fight before he even entered the arena. He realized arguing about the Doom was too tall of a bridge to sell for now and adjusted his strategy. “Play your cards right, and you will walk away with an official decree harshly punishing the kind of pogroms that took your mother’s life. Isn’t that worth the price of a little discussion?”

His words rattled Elaine into silence. So far so good.

“Now, I have your ear, here’s my offer,” Simon said. “While I cannot repeal the laws outlawing other faiths than that of the Light for various reasons, I can end the pogroms, the expropriations, and the persecutions that targeted the elves during my predecessors’ reigns. I will return confiscated goods and lands when possible. I will pardon your family for your crimes, including your aunts, and allow them to retain their titles so long as you all swear allegiance to me rather than the Oracle. If your people have counterdemands, I will listen to them.”

Elaine scowled, but said nothing.

“I am also willing to recognize Princess Satine Renais as viceroy of Magvolia and grant that province as much autonomy as Bujan or Fablan,” Simon concluded. “We will no longer threaten Illusea nor the western continent so long as its nations do not interfere in Endymion’s affairs, and I may eventually agree to release Lady Firewand from my service. I cannot do so now without risking an attack on Frightwall, but if our treaty holds for years, then she will lose her value as a hostage.”

Of course, Simon had no intention of releasing Belzemine right now, considering her brainwashing and the fact he had no cause to trust the Oracle yet, but hopefully the prospect would cause Illusea to at least consider his offer.

It was a very generous proposal, and better than anything the elves could have even hoped for under his father’s rule, but Elaine only saw the strings attached. “And in return, you want us to, what? Forget your family’s past crimes and conquests?”

“Yes, the same way I’ll have to convince my own empire not to go to war with Illusea after you helped murder our head of state,” Simon countered icily. “First of all, I want you to convince your aunts to come to my coronation and accept my amnesty. They and their husbands will be secured in their titles and offices, though your father and Firewand will remain my guests for an indeterminate amount of time. I need to forestall the planned bombardment on my castle.”

“Your cowardice won’t save you forever,” Elaine replied icily. “We will kill you as we killed your father.”

“And then what?” Simon rested his head on his fist. “You murdered my father with a Goddess-blessed sword hoping to destroy the Class, yet it still passed on to me. What will happen if you kill me and the Class goes to someone like Prince Louis?”

Elaine had no answer to that question. Nay, she didn’t want to learn the answer.

“Whether you like it or not, the Overlord Class is here to stay, and I am the only holder who has ever shown interest in actually talking things out. I suggest you do not waste this chance.” Simon shrugged his shoulders. “Once you have convinced your family to take my pardon, I then want you to help my other representatives negotiate a lasting non-aggression pact with the White Unicorn and Illusea. Our nations will keep to their spheres of influence and coexist in harmony.”

“Why even ask me this?” Elaine asked, her frown growing. “You think we’ll be amenable to you because we helped assassinate your father?”

“How can I expect to win over the Oracle if I cannot convince you?” Simon steepled his fingers. “Besides, your family has all the necessary connections with the White Unicorn and Illusea to arrange diplomatic negotiations, should you care to try.”

The truth was that Simon didn’t expect miracles, but he had no other way of opening up communications with Illusea. Endymion and the elven homeland had had no true diplomatic relationship in centuries. Simon had more faith in Lady Justine, who had a vested interest in keeping her situation as it was, but she wouldn’t behave until she believed herself and her niece were safe. Simon had to win Elaine over first.

“So?” Simon asked. “Will you help me settle our nations’ ancient grudge and take the first step towards peace?”

He guessed the answer before she even opened her mouth. “Or what?”

A long silence followed, as Simon hardened his heart. He truly didn’t want things to come to that.

“Elaine,” Simon asked, very calmly, “Are you asking me what will happen if you deny the only chance the free nations of the world have to make peace with Endymion in four centuries? You want to know what will happen if you don’t even try? Do you truly want me to answer that?”

She held his gaze. “I’m not afraid of you, Magnos. There’s nothing you can do to us your father didn’t already put us through.”

“You are wrong, Elaine. But to answer your question, if I ever feel peace is impossible between Endymion and Illusea, that you will try to destroy me no matter what I do, that this struggle is existential for us…”

Simon put on his Overlord armor, his eyes burning with hellfire.

“Then I will make this entire planet unsafe for the elven people and the White Unicorn,” he said calmly. “Death and misery will find them everywhere my iron hand reaches. My shadow will haunt them relentlessly. They shall find no sanctuary from my agents. I will steal their souls, and their afterlives will be an anguished eternity spent trapped in rotting carcasses. They will fondly look back on my predecessors’ reigns as a golden age.”

And she saw in the fire of his baleful gaze that he was perfectly willing to go through with it. If Simon felt war was the only available solution, then he would wage it to the death.

“I want to put an end to the hatred between our people, but if they won't take the olive branch I offer them, then I’m not afraid to go beyond my father’s policies,” Simon warned her. “If the Oracle still persists in sabotaging my efforts to prevent the Second Doom, and it is coming… then I will complete my predecessor’s plans and rain death from the sky upon Illusea. I will drag you all to the Abyss with me.”

Her skin had lost its color, but her pride remained strong. “Then you are just like your father.”

“My father had made up his mind long ago, while I’m still on the fence,” Simon countered. “Besides, you have some gall to criticize me, you who were so willing to bombard Marthrone for a chance at victory, killing the Light knows how many innocents.”

That threw her off. “We do what we must to win.”

“And what’s victory to you? Millions dead? You, planting a flag over a grave, only to watch another Overlord rise from the ashes?” Simon could tell she had no idea what the ‘end’ she fought for looked like, the same way he had forgotten to ask himself that question. “My father is dead, and so are the men who killed your mother. Is that not enough?”

“Are you trying to make me feel guilty for avenging my family?” Elaine replied icily.

“No,” Simon replied, “But do you want to feel guilty about dragging more families into this endless cycle, when you could work to end it right here and now?”

Elaine bit her tongue, but Simon saw a brief flash of self-reflection in her eyes. The two of them were very similar at the end of the day, and that was why Simon sympathized with her. He dearly hoped she would take a moment to reassess her priorities like he did.

“Meditate on my words on your way back to your aunts, Elaine,” Simon said as he dismissed her. “We’re all trying to save the world here.”

“That may be true,” Elaine admitted on her way to the door, “But I suspect we have very different ideas of what this means.”

Simon waited a minute after she closed the door behind her, then dismissed his Overlord armor and summoned the Keeper of the Throne to his side. “Who is next on the schedule, Keeper?”

“A prisoner in the dungeons Your Dark Majesty asked to be brought to him,” the Keeper answered. “A certain Eole.”

Simon’s mood soured even further. Part of him knew this was inevitable, and he put this as far down the agenda as he could, but he couldn’t avoid it forever.

Simon mustered his courage and resolve as the Keeper brought Eole to his quarters. His old friend and lover walked into the room dressed in a shoulderless white dress held by a sash and adorned with golden bracelets that showcased her curves… yet Simon could only see the naked woman he had taken to bed so many times in the previous reign. Louis had robbed him of that blissful relationship.

Simon’s hand caught a strand of her hair before he knew it, acting on instinct. Eole remained motionless, her fair face and body showcasing none of the affection they’d shared less than a week ago from Simon’s own perspective. It hurt.

“You are very beautiful, Eole,” Simon said in kish.

Eole’s surprise at hearing him speak in her native tongue didn’t last. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, stiff as a statue. Simon’s heart sank in his chest as he realized what she thought she had been brought to the Overlord’s quarters for.

“I won’t rape you,” Simon reassured her as he pulled back his hand. He had forgotten himself. “I… I won’t touch you.”

“Your eyes betray you, human,” Eole replied coldly. Hearing Eole call him that caused Simon no small amount of distress. “You imagine me naked. You want me in your bed, like all of you imperial pigs.”

Simon scowled, though he couldn’t exactly deny it. “I desire you, that is true, but I don’t take women by force.”

“How kind of you, Overlord.” Her words dripped with sarcasm. “Do you expect me to give myself to you?”

A year of a blissful relationship had been wiped away with a stroke of Louis’ sword, leaving only anguish and memories. Simon bit his tongue as he tried to focus, but Eole was right. He couldn’t look at her without imagining her snuggling against him.

I… I can’t keep her too close, Simon thought. Besides, Euphemia would no doubt notice his reactions and throw a fit. He wouldn’t be able to keep a clear mind with Eole around. The wound was simply too fresh. But I can’t let her leave either.

Besides the fact that he had plans for the Sanctuary and Nodens, both the Cobweb and Vouivre were still active. Eole kept encountering disasters, and her home would burn once the comet arrived either way. She needed his protection.

So what could he do?

“Do you wish to help your people?” Simon asked as an idea crossed his mind.

Eole’s eyes widened in horror. “You… you think you can blackmail me–”

“No, no, of course not,” Simon cut in. Damn it, this whole situation had thrown him off his game. “I’ve heard about your struggle to free the shifters from slavery, and they have touched my heart. I have recently ascended to the Crimson Throne and I am considering new reforms. Perhaps you could serve as my advisor on shifter-related matters.”

“Is this a joke?” Eole asked, her disbelief written all over her face. “Are you mocking me?”

“I am very serious. Having taken power from my father recently, I wish to offer this empire’s inhabitants a path to a better future. I could introduce you to high-ranked figures like the empress and the High Confessor, and allow you to plead your case to them.” Though he would ensure Mastemo couldn’t manipulate her as he did back during their reign at the Lighthouse. “Your songs may find their way into the right ear.”

Eole hesitated a moment. She didn’t trust him—how could she, now that he was openly ruling as the Overlord—but she was wise enough to realize that if there was the slightest chance Simon was telling the truth, then she had to take it. It wasn’t like he couldn’t force her to do whatever he wanted either way.

“I… yes.” Eole straightened up. “Yes, of course.”

Hopefully, something good would come out of it.



After that meeting, Simon stripped Eole of her slave bindings and officially took her on as a retainer. He had already become acquainted with Leonard and Meredith, and he had recalled the Honorius family to the capital.

He needed loyal people to form his new administration now more than ever.

Once he had completed all his meetings for the day, Simon teleported to his newest Dungeon: an abandoned church atop a hill, facing rocky canyon walls and winding paths. A large valley stretched ahead of him, beneath the slopes of flattened husks of mountains emptied by countless mining operations. The muddy streams below flowed between jagged peaks, boulder piles, and long-abandoned mines.

‘Rust Valley’ was located roughly seventy miles away from Marthrone and used to be populated until Gargauth looted it of every last piece of copper. Mining operations had since moved to Valendre’s Golden Mountains, which made the area perfect for a certain test.

Simon gathered his breath and focused on his bond uniting him to his Dungeon, whose core lurked inside the church. The great power he was calling upon should extend from it in a radius of roughly sixty-eight miles.

He sensed a will surging from inside him; a potent and singular curse, waiting to be spoken into existence. This calamity wished to be born into the world, to express itself on the blank canvas of existence. The strands of fate, of magic and physics, swirled inside Simon’s grasp for him to weave into a new reality. The words came to his lips on their own, his will made law.

“It is my solemn duty as Overlord to show the world the might of Endymion, so that all may recoil from my wrath and take solace in my protection!” Simon commanded, his words reverberating through the canyon. “Let this barren land be burned in my flames until the sun goes down in the sky and night grant it respite!”

His Edict of the Wounded Earth twisted the world, and the land howled in pain.

All creatures within sixty-eight miles of the Dungeon sensed it, from plants to beasts. They could feel the Overlord’s power course through the air and earth, his grasp warping the canvas of reality into something new and terrible. The very laws of magic and physics bent to his will and brought forth a dark miracle.

A great earthquake first struck the valley. It shook the hills with such violence as to cause landslides all across the terrain, though the church one remained miraculously unaffected by the devastation. Simon himself stood tall as he watched birds fly away in panic, followed by rats, bugs, and lizards running for their lives. The tremors only grew in intensity as they heralded the true disaster.

The greatest of the dead mountains exploded without warning.

Its top vomited a plume of fire and ash into the sky. Its sisters and brothers followed suit, steam jets and molten magma bursting up in a rising crescendo of chaos. Everywhere the land split open with hisses of pain and bled lava that poured out into the winding paths below. Great rivers of fire carried away boulders and ruins alike within minutes into their deathly embrace. Smaller splatters of lava rained down onto the valley in a rain of destruction worthy of an airship bombardment.

Dry winds of searing heat fell upon the valley and turned the water to steam. Moss, trees, and plants alike caught fire, their ash and smoke blown across the canyon. Simon breathed in the ashes and smoke as both clouded the sky.

Simon watched as the land died in hellfire, and all he could feel was joy.


Level 69 Overlord Perk: Devour Crestone VI (active): You can consume a Crestone—destroying it utterly—to permanently gain one of the Perks you’ve unlocked with its associated Class; once selected, the chosen Perk will then replace Devour Crestone VI across your reigns.



It wasn’t just the level-up. There was no word to describe the sheer thrill of casting the Edict, of feeling reality yield to his will and submit to his law. The rush of omnipotence was such an impossible thrill that it washed away the horror of the devastation and replaced it with dark satisfaction. This was the power that had allowed Mardok to cloud his castle in shadows and probably allowed Gargauth to turn Navarre into a desert.

Simon’s power.

  

    
        Chapter 175: Lux Vult (5)

    
    
    
    
  Simon’s experiments with Edicts proved enlightening.

First of all, it turned out he could only cast a single type of them at once; his attempt to cast a second Edict of the Wounded Earth fell flat, but he did manage to briefly overlay it with his Edict of Endless Night by applying the second to an enslaved monster. Amusingly, Endless Night fulfilled the first curse’s release condition and lifted it.

Of course, the Edict’s end didn’t magically turn back time and heal the land. The valley was still filled with lava that would cool down over several days, all the plant and animal life for miles had been burned to death, and the quakes had ravaged the region. Only monsters would prosper in the area for years to come.

Edicts were extremely taxing on his miasma reserves, at least during the casting itself; the curse became self-sustaining afterwards. He was also limited to one Edict per ‘focus:’ he couldn’t cast two of them at the same time on his Dungeon core, or have a monster sustain more than one. None of his thralls survived the attempts.

Interestingly, destroying the Dungeon core did not lift the Edict it had served as the focus of, since the exit clause remained unfulfilled. The relation even appeared to work in reverse: the core quickly reformed in the curse’s heart and wouldn’t budge or move.

Since Simon’s Perks caused a Dungeon’s range to spread outwards, then it would also cause the Edict’s radius to increase. It had only taken months for his Dungeon to encroach on the rest of the Sanctuary during his previous reign, so a well-worded curse could potentially engulf the entire planet if allowed to fester for centuries.

If Edicts are so powerful, then why did my predecessors use so few of them? Simon wondered. The answer wasn’t hard to guess. Their potential for destruction is too great. Even neutral parties would mobilize against the Overlord rather than risk their world turning into a fireball. 

Moreover, it seemed even Simon couldn’t lift an Edict without fulfilling the exit clause first. Once the curse was brought into the world, it became its own entity independent from his will.

Still, his Edict studies and new level had put him back into a fantastically good mood. Having two Devour Crestone Perks meant he could consume both the Summoner’s second eidolon ability and the Warrior’s Armsmaster. Holding off on consuming the Rogue’s anti-teleportation escape measure for the time being was a loss, but the boost in power should more than compensate for it.

I still need to interrogate Louis about my father’s Abyssal Chronicle, and take my mother’s skull out of the acid room for a proper burial, Simon thought as he teleported into the High Council chamber at dawn, clad in the Overlord armor. The empire’s major power brokers had all finally gathered in Frightwall to discuss the transition of power. So many moving parts. 

“Your Majesty.” As always, Shabram had arrived first. “I hope your meeting with Lady Elaine bore fruit.”

“It did, but it’s too early to tell what kind.” Elaine had departed for Magvolia to hopefully bring her aunts into the fold and open diplomatic channels with Illusea. He hoped his gamble would pay off, though he had plans to defang the Oracle’s operations in Endymion either way. “Shabram?”

She perked up. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“You have served my father and me well, for which I am grateful.” She had been among Simon’s most loyal followers across the reigns, and her loyalty deserved a reward. “If you have a favor to ask, I will gladly fulfill it.”

“Your Majesty is very kind.” Shabram shifted in her seat. “Are you already aware of Aegio’s existence?”

“I know of him, yes.”

“I would appreciate it if Your Majesty could both spend time with my son and arrange for him to squire for a powerful noble,” Shabram asked, which surprised Simon a bit. “Although Your Majesty’s father graced me with a dukedom, my son remains a bastard and half-shifter. I fear he will not be accepted into Endymion’s society without help.”

“I could take him into my service,” Simon suggested. “He could squire for me, and I would keep him safe.”

Shabram smiled uneasily. “That would be unwise, Your Majesty. Her Grace wouldn’t take kindly to the presence of another of her husband’s bastards at court, especially a half-shifter.”

“True…” Simon pondered the issue before quickly coming up with a solution. “He could squire for Dassein, then. My brother would treat our half-brother well enough and mentor him. It would also show Telluria’s people that they too can reach our empire’s highest echelons if they are willing to integrate.”

“Your Majesty is most wise.” Shabram glanced at the door as Euphemia and Mastemo walked into the chamber, closely followed by Maublanc. “Your Grace, Your Excellency, Lord Paimon.”

“I pray your flight was pleasant, Uncle Maublanc,” Simon said as Euphemia sat at his side.

Lord Maublanc scowled slightly at the new imperial couple. “It was,” he said warily. “I still cannot believe you are the Overlord now. Seeing you in that armor will give my daughter pause too.”

Simon immediately tensed up. “Anna came with you?”

“Her Grace’s message informed me we would be discussing her marriage prospects, so of course I called her.” Maublanc frowned at him as he took a seat right next to Euphemia. “Is there an issue with that?”

“No,” Simon lied after a short silence, a vision of her burning corpse flashing in his mind. “No, it’ll be good to see her again…” Alive and whole. 

Euphemia and Maublanc stared at him in silence, and Simon was most thankful when the remaining councilors arrived: Lauriane, Dassein, Lady Beatrice of the Templars, Odette Kano, and the empire’s three generals, Mizuko Vepar, Ronah Andras, and Uruk Leraje. Isabelle Barbatos was also present as a guest and representative of her father, Duke Barbatos. She looked most wary out of all of them, but Simon invited her to join by pointing at an empty seat.

“Brother,” Dassein said, bowing respectfully to his sibling alongside Lauriane, albeit with slight awkwardness. It must have been strange for him to defer to a younger sibling. The three generals imitated him, though Uruk’s and Ronah’s bows felt half-hearted, and the former glared at Beatrice with barely concealed disdain. The military very much resented an outsider’s nomination to the rank of Marshal.

They don’t respect me yet, Simon thought. He had feared as much, considering quite a few of the people present supported the War Party. I might have to make an example…

“Your Majesty, Your Grace, Your Lordships,” Odette Kano said respectfully as she bowed to everyone. The Merchant Crestone glowed on a brooch pinned to her cloak. “It is an honor to be present here today, though I do wonder what I did to deserve it.”

“I wonder that myself,” Euphemia replied dryly.

“I have foreseen you will be useful to this administration, for reasons we will address later this meeting,” Simon said more diplomatically before steepling his fingers. “Welcome, lords and ladies, to this administration’s first expanded High Council session.”

“As you have all been informed, my husband was viciously murdered by Prince Louis with the assistance of an elven agent who infiltrated our government under the name of Patriate Malphas,” Euphemia said. “Both have been arrested and the Crimson Throne bestowed the Overlord Class to a worthier inheritor. We have all gathered you here today to ensure a peaceful transition of power and this administration’s new direction.”

“Most of you already know each other, with a few exceptions.” Simon turned to the new faces in the room. “Odette Kano, former mayor of Whispermire, will serve as our Merchant and Lord-Treasurer from now on. The lady to her right is Knight-Commander Beatrice of the Templar Order. She will assume the disgraced Prince Louis’ duties as marshal from now on.”

“I shall serve Your Majesty, Her Grace, and His Excellency with my life,” Beatrice said. While Lauriane, Dassein, and the Imperial Wings Commander Ronah simply scowled at her nomination, General-in-Chief Uruk outright looked fit to gag.

“Yes, you shall,” Simon said before turning to Isabelle. “As for you, Lady Barbatos, besides assisting us with your expertise on a particular matter, you will answer for your father’s refusal to bend the knee.”

Isabelle bristled. “My father did not intend to offend you, Overlord Magnos. He was simply doubtful of what happened here in the capital and did not wish to answer before gathering more information. The idea that my fiancé committed patricide…”

“Is it true?” Dassein asked with a scowl of skepticism. “I could scarcely believe the letter.”

“He admitted it in public and surrendered the murder weapon he used to commit the crime,” Lauriane stated. The fact that Louis’ most loyal supporter would say so more or less silenced everyone’s doubts on the matter. “As far as admissions of guilt go, that one is irrevocable.”

“Prince Louis should be executed,” Lady Beatrice suggested immediately. “Leaving the Overlord’s murderer unpunished will encourage others to follow his example.”

“I agree,” Admiral Mizuko said. “Malphas should perish too. Their executions would deter future assassinations.”

Simon didn’t miss the way Lauriane and Dassein exchanged a look with Isabelle, or the other generals’ scowls. His brother still had too many supporters inside these walls.

“Prince Louis will be tried, as is his right as a crown-prince,” Euphemia replied calmly to defuse the situation. Simon and she both knew they could make this case last as long as necessary. “Malphas is more useful to us as a hostage and source of information for now, but we will deal with him as soon as we identify all of his conspirators.”

Unless Elaine pulls off a miracle, Simon thought. Either way, he had plans to deal with the issue no matter what happened. “You may question Louis himself if you do not believe us, Lady Barbatos.” Under close watch. “Once you have answers, you should convince your father of the wisdom of bending the knee before my patience wears thin.”

Isabelle didn’t miss the not-so-subtle threat. “I shall, Your Majesty.”

“Now, my late father left us with four threats to our regime he couldn’t deal with before his demise,” Simon declared as he snapped his fingers. Shabram distributed files to everyone present. “Gargauth’s heirs, the White Unicorn-Illusea coalition, the Cobweb, and the Zodiac Fiends that will bring about the Second Doom. Though they were briefly mentioned in the letters I sent you, these files will go in-depth about our enemies. Containing or eradicating these threats will be our top priority, alongside the pursuit of Operation Deepground.”

He could see scowls and frowns deepening the further his allies read. The files contained most of the information Simon had gathered across the reigns on threats against their empire, except for a few tidbits he would rather keep to himself, such as Mastemo’s true nature and the Sanctuary’s existence. Informing any potential War Party sympathizers of the latter was bound to backfire. It also provided details about Operation Deepground to those who weren’t yet in the loop, to ensure they could continue the project and ensure the empire survived the Parade should the worst come to pass.

No one asked questions about where Simon and Shabram obtained so much sensitive information. He guessed most of them were simply used to the Overlord coming around with highly detailed intel, and those who weren’t put their faith in the empire’s vast spy network.

“An archdemon, sealed beneath my own castle?” Maublanc gripped the report. “How could I not have been informed? Did Balzam know about this?”

“The crystal is guarded by a dangerous lich, and its demon will rise last,” Simon said in an attempt to spare his feelings and reassure him. “No doubt my father would have informed you closer to the deadline.”

“Mayhaps, but still…” A distraught Maublanc turned to Euphemia. “Did he tell you?”

“No,” Euphemia replied darkly. “My husband kept many secrets.”

“I now understand why Your Majesty recruited me,” Odette said as she finished reading. “The Archer fiend is sealed in the lost city of Rhapta in Uyo.”

“I know you have spent many years of your life preparing for an expedition there,” Simon confirmed. “You now have the empire’s resources at your disposal to complete this task. The Archer will be the first to rise, so time is of the essence.”

“I will begin preparations immediately.” Odette cleared her throat. “However, I must warn Your Majesty that the Cobweb offered to support my expedition before you recruited me. They have enough intelligence to potentially pursue the Archer themselves.”

“This Attic is a threat too,” Dassein observed. “I can’t believe those scum built a teleportation network stretching from Muse to Telluria right under our noses.”

“It could be useful to us,” Commander Ronah suggested. “We could use it to send troops far behind enemy lines.”

“It’s too much of a risk,” Maublanc decided. “Verney is connected to both Lore’s government and the Zodiac Fiends. He can easily cut off our access and build new pathways to slip saboteurs into our midst.”

“The Cobweb must be eliminated, the Twins and the Rogue captured, and the Attic dismantled,” Mastemo agreed, while conveniently forgetting the fact that he had collaborated with them. “Our Lighthouse has the facilities to contain these fiends.”

“One of them, maybe, but twelve?” Lauriane shook her head. “We cannot put all of our eggs in one basket.”

“Agreed,” Euphemia said, which took Lauriane slightly aback. “I have witnessed the disaster in my visions during our war with Gargauth. The scale of the destruction puts all of your worst nightmares to shame. We must explore all possibilities.”

“Which is why I also invited Lady Barbatos here,” Simon said.

Isabelle, being a bright soul, had already guessed why. “According to this report, the Lion’s crystal is what allows Cocagne’s royal castle to float. Your Majesty wishes to see if I could reproduce this feat and create secure, floating containment facilities.”

“Indeed,” Simon confirmed. Besides allowing for the creation of floating islands, it might potentially let them get rid of the Zodiac Fiends by throwing them off the planet. “I have already set Lauriane on recovering the Minotaur, and once Norbelle brings in Cocagne, we will be able to cooperate with them to contain the Lion. In the short term, we must secure the crystals in Bujan, Fablan, and Telluria. Since the latter’s site is held by one of Gargauth’s heirs, we will be able to kill two birds with one stone.”

Dassein immediately put himself forward. “Allow me to handle this, brother. I can muster a force and besiege the old kish capital in days.”

“And you will, but not alone,” Euphemia said with fire in her eyes. “I will deal with this Vouivre personally.”

Many eyes turned her way, Simon’s own included.

“Are you sure?” he asked her. She was usually loath to leave Frightwall.

“I will not suffer the brood of Gargauth to live,” Euphemia declared with venom in her voice. “Your father and I slew their father. I will finish what we started.”

She won’t tolerate a rival dynasty to threaten her own, Simon realized, and she doesn’t want Dassein to earn all the glory from this assignment. She wishes to show that the Church Party will deal with threats by force if necessary. 

The enmity in her voice sounded beyond mere professional rivalry. Considering how much trouble Gargauth caused her, Simon guessed she relished the thought of extinguishing his line.

“I see.” Simon knew from experience that Euphemia could handle Vouivre, but this was the first time she would go after the dragon so early rather than let Louis or Dassein handle it. This ought to prove interesting. “Casval Ashmodai is weak enough to be captured for information–” And for his own good. “–While his sister must be eliminated and her Chest of Worlds recovered.”

“We will do more than secure the Twin-Tailed Fish crystal,” Euphemia replied. “The beastmen’s subjugation is long overdue. They have threatened our northern borders for too long and we cannot allow another warlord to exploit the void this Vouivre will leave. We must complete the continent’s unification.”

What did she say? Simon blinked behind his helmet. Euphemia had not consulted him about this at all. This is new.

“What does Your Grace suggest?” Lady Beatrice asked.

“Once Dassein and I have shattered Vouivre’s forces, you and Lord Maublanc will lead a campaign to pacify the region and convert its inhabitants to the glory of the Light,” Euphemia decided. “We will exploit the chaos left by the dragon’s death and the secret airship fleet my husband built will let us intimidate the remaining beastmen tribes by showing we can strike them anywhere.”

“A most wise course of action, Your Grace,” Mastemo agreed. “My researchers have made great progress on curing the beastmen’s condition. Study of the Twin-Tailed Fish’s crystal might let us speed up the process.”

Dassein cleared his throat. “I do not mind assistance on the Tellurian front, but we lack the manpower to occupy all of Telluria.”

“We do not need to,” Simon said. Considering the stakes, he decided to go along with Euphemia’s plan rather than show potential cracks in their unity in front of their leadership. “I have a potential viceroy who could rule the region in our stead. One of the last kish.”

Mastemo’s head perked up at this, while Euphemia nodded. “We can discuss how to keep the land under control once we have dealt with the dragons and the Cobweb,” she said. “Otherwise, we must also deal with the Magvolia issue. Illusea exploited strong royalist and revanchist sentiment to plant agents there. We must reinforce our legitimacy if we are to secure our western borders.”

“Indeed.” Simon met Dassein’s eyes. “I believe you will be instrumental in this, Dassein.”

Dassein frowned. “You want me to suppress the royalists?”

“In a way. You are unwed, and so is Magvolia’s exiled princess, Satine Renais.” The more Simon spoke, the more uneasy Dassein looked. “A match between you would legitimize our hold over the region.”

“It will also silence the…” Euphemia’s tongue clicked in her mouth. “Rumors following you.”

“Those are calumnies!” Dassein argued. It was rather rare for him to show anger. “You all know that! I never touched my manticore in such a wa–”

“Nobody said that, Dassein,” Simon reassured him. Such were the trials of being an unwed Rider. “But this marriage is an option we have to explore.”

Dassein’s jaw clenched until his face seemed made of stone. “I will do it if I must, brother, but surely there is someone more qualified.”

“There are no other available princes,” Euphemia countered.

“Speaking of weddings, perhaps we should move on to the subject of Your Majesty’s and Your Grace’s union and coronation,” Mastemo said. “I suggest the twenty-fourth of Nivose, to celebrate Saint Pharis’ first miracle.”

At this point, the conversation moved towards the wedding preparations, from its location—Marthrone’s cathedral—to the number of guests—thousands—and the finer points of the ceremony. Foreign dignitaries from all across the world would also partake in the revelry to witness the strength and splendor of House Magnos.

To Simon’s surprise, the meeting concluded without shouts or much tension. The War Party’s remaining supporters were too busy arguing how to conduct the unification of Telluria to argue about the wedding or Beatrice’s promotion.

“It went better than I thought,” Simon admitted once he and Euphemia were alone in the chamber. He poured them both a glass of wine from his Inventory. “I feared I would have to kill someone to make an example.”

“I know,” his stepmother replied calmly. “It’s why I suggested concluding Telluria’s conquest.”

Simon had suspected as much. “To give them a common enemy to fight?”

“Partly. You have seen how the generals looked at Beatrice and at us. They resent her nomination, because she was never part of the army, and because two of them are thugs named by your brother.” She sipped her drink. “We must ensure Lady Beatrice can prove herself a capable commander, secure quick military victories to prove our regime’s strength, and distract our more unreliable allies until we can purge them.”

“That is wise,” Simon admitted, though it would displease Eole. He guessed he could convince her to accept the role of viceroy and collaborate with Endymion rather than fight a hopeless battle. She could be convinced to ally with Vouivre, so I should be able to change her mind… 

“Besides, the beastmen have been a plague on our borders for too long,” Euphemia said. “Dealing with them will take care of a security risk.”

“Shifters,” Simon corrected her. “The right term is shifters.”

Euphemia scoffed in disdain. “Beasts they are, and beasts they remain,” she said with dripping contempt. “You don’t know them like I do. They are savages who rape and kill and enslave each other; no doubt the result of the foul demonic magic that created them.”

It didn’t surprise Simon that Mastemo would have told her about this, but her attitude did rub him the wrong way. “Shifters are people,” he said. “There are as many kind and wise people among them as there are good souls among us humans.”

“Then there must be precious few,” Euphemia quipped, before setting her glass aside. “Three times I attempted to recruit the beastmen to our cause during the Reformation. The first time, they tried to rape me; the second time, they tried to sell me out to Gargauth to save their own furry hides; and the third time, they proved false when we needed them the most.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Care to elaborate?”

“Why?” Euphemia squinted at him. “You think this knowledge will give you an edge?”

“Do you take me for Balzam?”

“I do, sometimes,” Euphemia replied. “You look the same as he did in your armor, and you remind me of how he acted before he put on the Cl–”

“I am nothing like him!” Simon snapped at her angrily, his grip cracking his own glass. “Nothing! He was a beast in human skin, a rapist, and a madman!”

His outburst had taken Euphemia slightly aback, though she quickly regained her composure. “What did he do to you?”

“He murdered my mother when she had the gall to find love with someone else,” Simon admitted. Euphemia avoided his gaze. “You know what the worst part is? You’re not even surprised.”

“I’m not. He killed another of his concubines for the same reason.” Euphemia hesitated a moment before speaking up again. “During the fight with Gargauth, I tried to rally the beastmen tribes to our cause. One of them welcomed me under the pretense of negotiating an alliance, but it was a trap. What they wanted was to sell me out to that dragon to earn his support against other tribes. Your father saved my life that day, for which I was grateful.”

Simon could see where this was going. “Did he plan this ambush? So you would be indebted to him?”

“I think he did,” Euphemia admitted, “He was an experienced Commander by then, and clever at covering his tracks.” She looked away. “Either way, the Tellurians were and are still a treacherous, untrustworthy lot.”

“Their society does have problems,” Simon concurred, “but a few trees do not make a forest.”

“And one cannot plant pines in the desert. The beastmen are culturally and religiously too different from us to coexist with our civilization. We must convert them to the Light before peace becomes possible.” She finished her glass. “Cultural and religious unification is the only way to unite the people as one. Your father understood that, and I hope you will too.”

Simon meditated on her advice when the Keeper appeared. “What is it?”

“An airship has arrived from Cocagne, Your Dark Majesty,” the ghost replied, “Your lady sister has arrived.”

  

    
        Chapter 176: Lux Vult (6)

    
    
    
    
  The last family dinner Simon attended was the one where he impersonated Balzam, and that one ended with Euphemia spitting at his face.

Simon had few hopes that this one would go any better as he stepped into the dining hall. Euphemia’s side of the family was already present, with Thalas glaring at him the moment he entered the room, Euphemia greeting him respectfully, and Norbelle immediately walked up to him. 

“Hello sister,” Simon greeted her, “it’s been a whi–”

She slapped him in the face before he could finish.

It didn’t hurt due to Simon’s invulnerability to non-magical weapons—manicured nails weren’t dragon claws—but it did surprise him and everyone else in the room. 

“Simon!” Norbelle cried as her fists hit his chest. “How dare you do this to me! How dare you!” 

“Calm down, daughter!” Euphemia ordered imperiously. 

“Is this about my marriage to your mother?” Simon asked as he gently pushed his sister back.

“Of course it is!” Norbelle snapped at him, though her reasoning proved different than what Simon expected. “If you wanted an incestuous union, you could have wed me! That way you would have saved me from an abusive marriage!” 

“Young lady, not another word!” Euphemia chided her. “This is not an incestuous union!”

“And Prince Verdis doesn’t abuse you,” Simon replied. 

“He’s boring,” Norbelle countered after calming down. “He’s so boring, I would prefer solitary confinement. How is that not abuse?”

What else did he expect from Norbelle again? “Verdis will grow on you, sister,” Simon said. “I promise you that.”

“With what, that black, invisible miasma eye in the middle of your forehead?” Norbelle put a finger on her lips, a glint of mischief in her eyes. “I don’t remember the last Fatherlord having a third eye in the middle of his forehead.”

Thalas frowned at her. “Don’t you mean the Overlord?” 

“I know what I said, Tham-Tham.” From the way Thalas grunted, he didn’t like the nickname in the slightest. “Silly Simon, are you trying to imitate your dear sister?”

“You could say that,” Simon replied evasively, right as the doors opened. Lauriane walked into the room, followed by Dassein, Maublanc… and her. 

Anna had been a charred corpse and then a reconstituted body in a coffin the last time Simon saw her, so seeing her alive and whole again briefly spooked Simon into silence. Guilt for her murder overwhelmed him, even though the rational part of his mind kept telling him this was a different version of the Anna he had failed to save. He didn’t think he would ever fully get used to the cognitive dissonance. 

“What’s wrong, Simon?” Anna put her hands on her waist and smiled at him upon noticing his unease. “Has my beauty left you speechless?”

Simon quickly recomposed himself. “You could say that,” he said, ignoring the looks Euphemia and Maublanc sent him. “It’s… good to see you again, Anna.”

“Of course it is. I figured you would need someone lively in the castle, with your father’s death and all.” Anna grinned upon spotting the other gremlin in the room. “Norbelle, you’re back!”

“Anna, how have you been!” Norbelle rushed to her honorary cousin’s side and took her hands. “Have you crushed any Academy boys’ hearts yet?” 

“I was planning to, but then the regicide happened,” Anna replied with a laugh akin to a waterfall. “Would I have had that much success?”

“Oh yes, a few students would have killed each other for your hand. I was looking forward to it.” Norbelle rolled her eyes. “Thank Louis for ruining everything.”

“Where is he?” Thalas asked with a gruff look. “Too scared to show his face, the kinslaying bastard?”

“Louis is in his quarters with Isabelle,” Lauriane replied coldly. “He cannot leave the area without violating your mother’s judgment.”

“And I still say it is less than he deserves for his crime,” Maublanc declared. He seemed to be the only one slightly saddened by his blood-brother’s death, besides Thalas. 

“I still can’t believe you’re the new Overlord, Simon,” Anna said, biting her lips. “Could you…”

Simon put on his armor to satisfy her curiosity, with Anna whistling and Norbelle smirking from ear to ear. “Not too shabby,” the latter commented. “Not too shabby at all…”

“Seeing you in father’s armor is unsightly, bastard,” Thalas commented bitterly. 

“Thalas, be quiet,” Euphemia chided him. 

“Yes, Tham-Tham, that’s rude!” Norbelle said, smirking. “How can you talk that way to your new dad?!”

Anna and Dassein burst out laughing, while Thalas’ face turned so red that Simon wondered if he would die from shame on the spot. Euphemia’s patience wore thin, too. “Norbelle…”

“What?” Norbelle put her hands behind her back. “He’s not the father Thalas wanted, but he is the one that stepped up!”

Even the usually straight-laced Lauriane had to cover her mouth at the jab, and Thalas, in an act Simon felt incredible sympathy for, lunged at Norbelle to strangle her. His sister bravely hid behind her new stepfather. “Daddy, Mommy, Thalas is picking on me!”

“Enough!” Euphemia snapped once at her wit’s hand, waving her hand at her children. “Restraining Order!” 

Her magic enveloped Thalas and though it didn’t freeze him in place, he suddenly became incapable of actually reaching Simon and Norbelle. He walked towards them, putting one foot ahead of the other, yet the space separating him from his siblings had become an impossible barrier to cross. It just wouldn’t shrink.

“Ah, Norbelle.” Dassein gave his sister a pat on the back. “Still too feisty by half.”

“It’s what I do,” Norbelle replied with a smirk once her older brother gave up on trying to strangle her. “Anyway, what’s for dinner?”

Simon had the feeling this would be a looooong evening. 

Predictably, everyone took seats based on their loyalties, with Dassein and Lauriane sitting away from Norbelle and Thalas, while Maublanc moved next to Euphemia. Simon found himself between his future wife and Anna, to his disquiet. He did his best to avoid talking or looking at the latter, which he could tell she noticed. 

Thankfully, the food was good—a grilled leviathan on a bed of vegetables—and so was the spectacle. Simon’s forces had imported Grimm and Gregory from Magvolia along with Odette Kano, and the two demons had joined Gourmand to form a small troupe. Having a Jester, Acrobat, and Juggler performing together did open up new acts. Simon especially found their knife-throwing contest rather entertaining. 

“So… what happened to Rust Valley, by the way?” Anna asked as she tried to ease the atmosphere and catch Simon’s attention. “I flew over it on my way here, and it was full of lava, fire, and smoke.”

“Our new Overlord destroyed it with a spell,” Euphemia replied, almost casually. 

Anna’s head snapped in Simon’s direction. “What, really?”

“Yes.” Simon avoided Anna’s gaze and looked at his future wife instead. “Were you watching?”

Euphemia looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “You are the Overlord. Everyone is always watching you.”

“I admit I can scarcely believe the reports myself,” Lauriane admitted, steepling her fingers. “From what I gathered, your spell devastated the entire region. Could you cast it on Lore or Illusea?”

“This ‘Edict’ is an Overlord ability whose limits I am currently investigating,” Simon replied evasively. “Did Father ever use one, stepmother?”

“Once,” Euphemia admitted. “He raised storms that destroyed Bujan’s fleet early during the Reformation. The chaos raged on for days until every single ship had plummeted to the bottom of the sea.”

“Yes, I remember that,” Maublanc said. “I recall asking him why he didn’t cast it more often, and he replied that he had no wish to rule an empire of the dead. I assume there must be a heavy cost to that particular power.” 

“There is,” Simon admitted. “I’m still considering the tactical limitations.”

“We could use it in Telluria,” Dassein suggested. “The most problematic beastmen tribes usually retreat back to difficult mountainous terrain to avoid fighting us on even terms. Destroying their lairs and hideouts would help us pacify the region.”

“We can discuss the Tellurian campaign after the coronation,” Lauriane said. Simon noticed she always avoided mentioning the wedding when they talked about the event. “Will you return to the Academy then, Anna?” 

“I’m not sure,” Anna replied as she sipped from her wine. “Father wanted to discuss my marriage prospects.”

“Indeed,” Euphemia said as she cut her leviathan fillet. “We have an excellent match in mind for you, my child.”

Maublanc looked at the empress, but his gaze soon wandered to Simon and Anna. “I will consider it,” he said evasively. “We are in no rush.”

His answer caused Euphemia to frown in displeasure and surprised Simon. He knew from experience that Maublanc usually went along with her plot to marry Thalas to his daughter in previous reigns, so why was he still on the fence? Did Thalas lose value as a prospect in his eyes now that someone else sat on the Crimson Throne?

“Speaking of weddings…” Norbelle smirked. “When can I expect a new sibling, Fatherlord?”

The awkward silence that followed was almost oppressive. 

And of course, Gourmand immediately poured salt on the wound. “If Her Grace and His Majesty have a son, would that be the princess’ brother, or her nephew?”

“The genealogical tree will soon look like a perfect circle!” Grimm added. 

“Good for them,” Gregory concluded. “Tangled roots make for a hearty tree!” 

An enraged Thalas summoned his Berserker axe and threw it at the trio, who dodged while cackling. No doubt this was all part of the show to them. 

“That is not on the agenda, my daughter,” Euphemia said while trying very, very hard to keep her imperial dignity. 

“Yes, Norbelle, one of you was enough,” Lauriane said icily. 

“I agree, sister. Without false modesty, I have no equal.” Norbelle looked at her nails. “Alas, no sibling, no Summoner Crestone.”

“Norbelle!” Euphemia angrily snapped at her spoiled daughter, the empress now at her wits’ end. “Enough of your nonsense!”

“But Mother, first Simon steals you from us, and now he wants to take his beloved sister’s birthright,” Norbelle replied with fake innocence. “I need a sacrifice from him, or he will cross another line next time. Like kissing Thalas.”

Her brother was clearly suppressing the increasingly strong urge to activate Primal Regression and teach his sister a lesson, and Simon wasn’t sure he would stop him. Still, one civil war at the dinner table was one too many, and he had an idea how to deal with Norbelle; the only thing she couldn’t resist. 

Novelty. 

“How about I show you something else in return for borrowing your Crestone, sister?” Simon said as he grabbed a Uyoan potato and ate it. “A secret summoning technique even you haven’t unlocked?”

Now he had caught her undivided attention, and that of his audience. 

“A secret summoning technique?” Norbelle stroked her hair. “Are you suggesting that I, a genius Summoner and Visionary the likes of which the world has never known–”

“And too modest to boast,” Anna quipped.

“–doesn’t know everything there is to learn about the practice yet?” Norbelle smiled at Simon. “I invented that kind of teasing, brother. It’s not going to work on me.”

“And yet it’s true,” Simon replied calmly. He knew his sister had a hypercompetitive streak only matched by her arrogance. She took great pride in her abilities. “I know a way to summon an abyssal eidolon.”

Euphemia scowled. “There’s no such thing in this world.”

“There shouldn’t, no…” Norbelle said, though unlike her mother, she kept an open mind. “Are you sure you didn’t summon a demon or a qlippoth, brother? Those are very different things than eidolons.”

“I’m sure of it, and I can prove it.” Simon returned her smile. “If you let me borrow your Summoner Crestone so I can consume one of its Perks.”

“It’s too early,” Euphemia immediately argued. “We cannot yet recreate the Crestone.”

“Don’t worry, Mother,” Norbelle reassured her. “I’ve learned how to cast Noble Refinement.”

That took Simon by surprise. “You have?” he asked in disbelief. “I thought that was a Tier VIII spell.”

“Yes, it is,” Norbelle replied smugly.

Lauriane squinted at her. “Aren’t you only level 68?”

“That’s old news, sister. Old news.” Norbelle chuckled to herself. “Your spies have been slacking on the job.”

Did binding the Phoenix put her at level seventy? Simon wondered. He would keep that in mind for the future, since it made his younger sister all the more dangerous. And here I thought I had caught up to her…

“Anyway, I’ll bite,” Norbelle decided. “Impress me and I’ll lend you my Crestone, brother.”

“Suit yourself.” Simon finished his plate, put on his Overlord armor, and waved his hand over the table. “When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self! Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

Based on his experience in the Abyss, Simon had expected Carbuncle’s demonic counterpart to appear, since he hadn’t formed a contract with his current version in this reign… and yet when his magic chant reached its conclusion, it was the normal, gem-finding eidolon that materialized in the dining hall. 

“Huh?” Carbuncle looked around in confusion. “Where… where am I?” 

“Aww, it’s so cute,” Norbelle commented while Euphemia watched on in confusion. “Can I mount him on my–” Norbelle frowned all of a sudden, her enhanced Visionary senses no doubt picking up something unusual. “–wall?”

“What’s going on?” Carbuncle stared at Simon, right as miasma began to pour out of his tiny frame like black fire rising from the depths of his soul. “I… I don’t remember forming a contract with you…”

Miasma consumed him whole, and shadows darker than night engulfed the entire hall. 

Another vision of reality briefly overlapped with this one, and Simon found himself sitting at a rotten table whose plates were full of worm-infested meat, bones, and ashes; the drinks were replaced with rancid milk and blood. The three demons juggled skulls and freshly severed heads, laughing and cackling. At his sides were burning corpses and skeletons resting on broken chairs. 

“Simon?” 

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine as he dared look at Anna. She alone wasn’t burning, but it somehow made her more horrifying to look at. Her skin was chalky grey, her dress drenched in ashes, and her eyes two black pits oozing blood. 

“Aren’t I beautiful, my love?” the specter asked, smoke pouring out of her mouth as the sounds of airships thundered in the distance. “I love you.”

Simon blinked, and he returned back to reality. 

“Simon?” Anna—the living Anna—was staring at him with concern. “What’s wrong?” 

“Everything!” Euphemia snapped angrily. “What is this abomination!”

Simon silently turned away from Anna to stare at Carbuncle, only to find himself facing a floating mirror blacker than night. Norbelle had bolted out of her seat to study the creature closely, while the rest of his audience stared at him in confusion.  

“What is thy bidding, my master?” asked Carbuncle, the Devil Mirror. “Your will is my command.”

“I can’t believe it…” Norbelle licked her lips as she walked around the eidolon, her eyes wide with fascination. “You channel abyssal miasma into your summon through the bond you share to power it up.”

Whatever Norbelle was, none could deny her magical genius. It had only taken her a minute to figure out how dark eidolons worked. 

“This is a twisted mockery of a true summoning rite,” Euphemia all but hissed, her fiery glare focusing on Simon. “How did you even form a contract with this creature?” 

“I told you,” Simon replied, trying to anchor himself in the present and forget that awful vision. “I contracted him in a past life.”

“That’s not how…”  Euphemia’s anger turned to unease, as doubt crept into her mind. “That’s not how it should work…”

“Your heart is clouded by pain, Milady,” Carbuncle said upon floating closer to her, his mirror’s surface undulating. “See the truth within you. See the reality you deny.”

Euphemia was close enough to Simon that he could see what the mirror reflected: a portrait of herself in a village, surrounded by dozens of people he did not recognize, but who shared traits similar to the saintess herself. At her side were Thalas and Norbelle… or so Simon thought, until he noticed Thalas’ hair was the same dark honey as Anna's, and his facial features slightly different than Balzam’s family traits. A handsome man held hands with Euphemia, his face younger than the hardened Commander he had grown into…

“Expel,” Norbelle said before Maublanc could glimpse his reflection in the mirror.

Simon felt an invisible wave hitting him in the face. His connection to Carbuncle was abruptly cut, as if he had dismissed the eidolon himself. Carbuncle vanished in a cloud of miasma without leaving a trace, his original self having likely teleported back to the Sanctuary with no idea of what just happened.


Your dark eidolon has been forcefully dismissed. 



What the… Simon blinked as he struggled to focus. Whatever Norbelle did gave him a headache. She… can unsummon other people’s eidolons? 

“You should learn to control your pets better, Simon,” Norbelle chastised him. “A dog that barks without authorization gets the rod.”

Euphemia had grown deathly quiet, her nails sinking into her armrests, her gaze vacant the same way Simon and Eole had been shaken after seeing their ugliest truths laid bare.

“Your Grace?” Maublanc asked in concern, though unlike his reflection, he dared not breach professional boundaries to grab her hand.

“Mother?” Thalas rushed to Euphemia’s side, and clenched his fists when she failed to answer. “What did you do to her, bastard?!”

“I’m… fine, Thalas,” Euphemia replied after quickly regaining her composure. She avoided Simon’s gaze, but they both knew the truth she tried to hide from others and herself. “I’m fine.”

It was a lie, but Simon quickly changed the subject to avoid a messy discussion. “From the look on your face, Norbelle, I guess I won our bet.”

“You have… you have piqued my interest indeed…” she licked her lips in anticipation. “You want to consume my Crestone so you can summon two of these creatures at once, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “I want to explore the limits of my power.”

“So do I… it’s never been done before…” And Norbelle couldn’t resist that lure. “Fine, you win. I’ll lend you my Crestone.”

Although Simon had worked hard for this power and long craved it, a dreadful feeling washed over him at the prospect of actually using it. Summoning a single dark eidolon had violated causality in a way that caused some sort of terrible abyssal vision to manifest, like the times he had been struck by the Mana Sword. 

What would summoning two of them at once do?

  

    
        Chapter 177: Lux Vult (7)

    
    
    
    
  The Summoner outfit almost fit him. 

Composed of white and violet robes whose style reminded Simon of Fablan’s eastern practices, with a red trouser-skirt hybrid held up by a black sash, it included various accessories such as beads incorporated into gloves, feathered brooches incorporated into his hair, and various golden ribbons. A splendid diadem shaped like an open eye merged with the rising sun sat on his forehead, the Summoner Crestone shining in its center. 

And yet Simon couldn’t shake the pervading feeling of wrongness in his body and soul. The Summoner didn’t exactly reject him like the Paladin or Merchant, but it felt ill-fitting anyway. 


The Summoner: The binder of spirits, contractor of demons, and vessel of otherworldly powers, who borrows the power of mighty familiars to achieve miracles.

Strength E, Vitality C, Agility D, Perception C, Magic S, Intelligence A, Charisma A, Luck C. 

Innate Perk: Summon Eidolon (Active): You can channel a single eidolon you have contracted with as if you were a Visionary, manifesting an avatar to fight by your side. 

Innate Perk: Contract Master (Passive): You can form summoning contracts with any kind of extraplanar creatures, like eidolons, demons, qlippoths, or elementals as if you met the prerequisites. 

Innate Perk: Breaching Legions (Passive): The Summoner’s conjuration spells and abilities can breach through anti-teleportation effects and overpower dimensional boundaries on a successful magical check. 

Innate Perk: Planar Adaptation (Passive): You are at home in strange worlds beyond dimensional boundaries. Your Class outfit protects you from all harmful environmental effects from other planes you visit and will sustain you as if you were a native of that plane. 

Level 1 Summoner Perk: Summoning Arts I (Passive): You can learn and cast Tier I spells of the Necromancy, Diabolism, Chronomancy, Astromancy, Conjuration, Ritual, Shamanism, and Prayer schools of magic. 



“Isn’t your husband dashing, Mother?” Norbelle asked her mother. The three of them had gathered atop one of Frightwall’s towers alongside High Confessor Mastemo for an eidolon test, the pale Watermoon shining above their heads. “You should keep him close, or someone will steal him away…” 

“I trust he will think with the head on his shoulders rather than the one between his legs,” Euphemia said icily. She had been in a vicious mood since the dinner concluded. “Lest he lose both.”

Says the woman daydreaming about marrying one of my generals, Simon thought. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Norbelle–”

“With pleasure.”

“–but a magical check is a clash between two spellcasters’ powers, right?” 

“Yes, a magical check is a contest of strength where the attacker must overcome the defender,” Norbelle confirmed. “The outcome is determined by their level difference, each individual’s magic stat, buffs, and Perks. It’s how I dismissed your dark eidolon during dinner.”

“So there’s a chance of failure,” Simon concluded. 

“If you’re weak, yes.”

That didn’t suit Simon well, especially since Silk had managed to escape a Domain whose holder was stronger than her, which meant the Rogue’s ability to bypass magical protections was superior to the Summoner’s. Still, Overlord had S-ranked magic and he was approaching level seventy, so he might be able to punch through Domains or similar effects…

One thing after another, Simon thought. For now, the purpose of this exercise was to see how his dark visionary powers interacted with the Summoner Class. “Come to me, Carbuncle.”

He tried to call upon the Summoner’s power to call Carbuncle to his side in his normal eidolon form… only for an error message to immediately pop up on his System screen. 


You have not formed a contract with this eidolon. 



Euphemia immediately guessed the issue. “You cannot perform a normal summoning?”

“His Majesty’s Overlord Class may be interfering,” Mastemo suggested.

Simon frowned in confusion at this turn of events before he realized the issue. He had formed a dark eidolon pact with Carbuncle, the Devil-Mirror, which was now engraved in the Abyss itself outside of time. However, an eidolon contract was beholden to the Worldsoul instead, and he hadn’t signed any of those. 

In short, he couldn’t summon a normal eidolon without going through the standard procedure all Summoners and normal Visionaries had to go through, and he would likely need to consume Contract Master to become capable of doing that. Moreover, the Summoner Perk didn’t mention dark eidolons, most probably because the concept didn’t exist when the elves created the Crestones. 

He had to run a test. 

I’m sorry, Carbuncle, Simon thought as he steeled his resolve. It displeased him to torment someone who had been kind to him in the past, but necessity called. 

“When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light, the black mirror shall show your true self!” Simon chanted. “Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

Then poor Carbuncle materialized once again, crouching in fear. “Please, not again…” he pleaded with Simon as miasma began to consume him. “I don’t want your power… it feels so cold…”

“There’s no helping it,” Simon replied. The only options were Culebre, whom he intended to summon next anyway, and Vayan, who would immediately go on a rampage. I need your power to save your Sanctuary. It’s a small price to pay to protect your home.

Carbuncle covered his eyes in horror as he transformed into his mirror self, to Euphemia’s disquiet, Norbelle’s glee, and Mastemo’s fascination. 

Simon expected another dreadful vision to follow his summoning, yet reality remained intact. Did summoning Carbuncle once already allow the universe to recover? If so, then calling Culebre next might not end the reign on the spot as he feared…

“Incredible,” the High Confessor said as he studied the mirror. “I recall no records mentioning such a phenomenon.”

“This is blasphemous, Your Excellency,” Euphemia complained. Seeing eidolons so thoroughly corrupted seemed to rattle her to her core. “The Light wouldn’t tolerate this.”

“Then how do you explain this?” Simon asked as he waved a hand at an empty spot. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!”

A pillar of holy flames descended from the heavens, leaving Euphemia speechless and Mastemo rather pleased. As for Norbelle, she watched the fires die out with a pleased smirk. 

“This is impossible…” Euphemia found herself speechless and stared at Simon as if he had grown a second head. “How did you…” 

“I do not know,” Simon admitted. “The Light Megalith answers my prayers, but only when I am not wearing the Overlord armor.” He glanced at Mastemo. “I was hoping you could enlighten me on that front.”

“It is a most astonishing development, but I see it as a sign that the Dark serves the Light in its own way, and that your inheritance of the Overlord Class was preordained,” Mastemo argued. He peeked into the mirror. His reflection showed a view of all of Brimir’s people singing their praises to the Light in unison. “Yes… why else would our most sacred Megalith dote on you as it does us, and then point you to ally with Her Grace against the heathen Louis? The Overlord is our god’s instrument on earth, so that the wicked may know fear.”

“Your light blinds you, Cleric of disaster,” Carbuncle said. “There is only one master of the world, and that is His Dark Majesty, lord of all he sees!”

“Certainly a tool such as yourself wouldn’t see beyond your purpose,” Mastemo replied dismissively. “This might be the key to undoing the fratricidal schism that split us from our brothers across the Dragonsea.”

At least Carbuncle’s vision confirmed that the High Confessor was every bit the devout fanatic he claimed to be. Not only was he unshaken by what he saw, but his reflection was just one worshipper among many. Mastemo would apparently be content as a normal citizen in the heaven he sought to create. 

This reassured Simon, in a way. He had feared the demon inside him and his association with the Cobweb meant he was under fiendish influence, but he appeared painfully honest in his aims: to convert all people on Brimir to the worship of the Light. 

Simon also noticed he had taken the discovery that the Overlord could use Light Megalith Prayers far more calmly than the last time, probably because he hadn’t yet glimpsed at Abraxas and since Simon had been honest with him from day one.

Still, he wasn’t sure if he should share his suspicions about the power actually granting his Prayers. He doubted Mastemo would believe him, and the people of Lore wouldn’t tolerate him examining the Light Megalith. 

“Let’s see what you will surprise me with…” Norbelle moved in front of Carbuncle, but her reflection was black like a starless night. “Mirror, mirror, show me my heart’s desire.”

“I will not,” Carbuncle replied.

“What?” Norbelle pouted in disappointment. “Why?”

“Because it would offend the master.” The dark eidolon of unpleasant truths marked a short pause before adding, “Pervert.”

“One day, I will bind you myself and then you will learn manners, one polish at a time.” Norbelle turned back to Simon. “What are you waiting for? You said you could summon another of these creatures. Did you dare lie to your little sister?”

“I’m the very picture of honesty,” Simon replied as he gathered his breath. Here it comes. “When silence offers no respite, death’s trumpets shall herald your end! Sing my praise, Culebre Chainpiper!”

A great pressure fell upon his shoulder as the Abyss attempted to fulfill his contract with it. The Summoner Crestone suddenly became quite heavy to wear, miasma pouring out of it. A headache as terrible as the one which struck him when he wore the Minotaur Crown a few reigns back struck him. 

He sensed a new connection open up, one that used his Class rather than himself as a focus. Culebre’s slimy, sleeping form materialized in front of him, to the shock and surprise of all witnesses.

“Huh?” Culebre awoke from his nap, right as miasma began to consume him whole. “Huh, where am I? Is it feeding time agai–”

Culebre transformed into the darkest version of himself in a raging cacophony, and so did the universe. 

Shadows covered the world and blanketed the sky in a pitch-black night kept alight by blue auroras. Frightwall’s lake turned into a sea of ice, and Marthrone became a gloomy mockery of its former self; a silent ruin whose houses’ windows glowed with otherworldly light, its streets quiet and empty. 

Norbelle had become a frozen corpse wailing into infinity, while Mastemo had grown black wings; his Water-Carrier crystal growing out of his mirror mask like a tumor. His maniacal laugh rang louder and louder.

Euphemia was the most terrifying. She had become the same kind of pale ghost as Anna, clad in a twisted parody of her Judge outfit. Her wings were black and their feathers razor-sharp, her blindfold was gone to reveal three pits weeping tears of molten metal, and her crown was made of thorns nailed to her skull. She shrieked at him with all the anguish of the dead, and then reality snapped back to normal without ending the reign. 


Voice of the Damned and Twisted Reflection Auspices have been activated!



Simon found himself facing not one, but two dark eidolons… and collapsing to his knees in front of them.

“Master!” both of his summons said as they rushed to his side in concern. 

“It’s…” Simon grit his teeth, the strain so great he struggled to string two words together. “Connection… too much!”

Even with the Summoner Class helping him, sustaining two dark eidolons at once was about as exhausting as maintaining an out of control Storm-Father Vayan. He was like a pipe struggling not to break from the ocean of pressurized miasma pouring through him to sustain his servants.

“Yes, it does take a bit of training before you get used to maintaining two eidolons at once,” Norbelle said with a wide smirk. She had, of course, failed to mention that detail. “Practice makes perfect.”

“Enough of this,” Euphemia decided, while Mastemo held his mask as if suffering from a headache. “Simon, dismiss one before you pass out.”

“Y… yes…” Simon focused on Culebre. “Dis… dismiss!”

The Chainpiper dissipated back into the miasma that created him, and Simon gasped in relief as his mind suddenly cleared. He gasped for air. 

“Such power…” Mastemo said after shaking his head. He seemed to have recovered too. “I could feel it in my bones and soul….”

“You could have warned me!” Simon complained to Norbelle. 

“What would it have changed? You would have tried anyway.” His sister lovingly pecked him on the forehead. “Don’t worry, Simon, it’s nothing we cannot solve. You’ll become the world’s second strongest eidolon master before you know it.”

“Are you sure you’re even the first?” Simon grunted back. For all he knew, Elios Magnos had lost none of his gifts in undeath. 

“Simon, is that a challenge?” Norbelle stroked his cheek. “You’ll have to flatter me more if you want my knowledge. You’re going to be my stepfather soon, and I thrive on parental approval…”

“Enough, Norbelle,” Euphemia chastised her. “What did you see?”

“Besides the fact that Simon has pisspoor miasma control?” Norbelle shrugged. “What he does is channel an enormous amount of miasma into his summoned eidolons through the summoning bond in order to cause a resonance empowering the creature beyond its normal limits. I’m sure I can do it too, given time.”

“You… can?” Simon inquired. 

“Of course I can do it too. I’m a Darkblood and a real Visionary.” Which she never got bored of boasting about. “My only issue is that you can naturally channel that much miasma because the Overlord is a vessel of the Abyss’ power. I’ll have to use my own miasma reserves, and that will take a lot of practice.”

Simon wondered why she hadn’t learned about the reigns’ existence if she could indeed summon dark eidolons, before realizing he was approaching the problem the wrong way. Unlike her half-brother, Norbelle had normal Visionary abilities on top of her Darkblood, and eidolons were creatures of the Worldsoul. The System likely defaulted to ‘standard’ options when she interacted with them because an abyssal pact was utterly unnatural. 

In short, Norbelle only really formed standard eidolon contracts engraved in the Worldsoul. She might be able to form an abyssal pact, but only if she learned the option was even possible; and it wasn’t even guaranteed since she lacked Simon’s innate connection to the Abyss. 

He sensed icy fingers on his throat, warning him not to give too much away or he would suffer the consequences. 

Either way, he had confirmed that he could indeed summon two dark eidolons at once, and thus channel their Auspices. It hadn’t ended the reign either, though Simon was beginning to suspect what caused those visions. 

A dark eidolon’s summoning shook reality because it violated causality. It introduced a time paradox in a deterministic universe, since Simon called a creature he had never contracted with in the current timeline. This briefly destabilized time and let him see a glimpse of… he wasn’t sure yet, but something awful. A dark truth hidden behind the hundred reigns’ curtain.

He could tell he was getting a glimpse of the truth each time he violated causality or ended up struck by the Mana Sword, yet those visions didn’t last. Mardok’s warnings rang true: unlocking and mastering Dark Visionary powers were two very different things. 

Lady Junon had suggested he try to unlock his Remembrances by connecting with his predecessors. Repeating the Dark Visionary ritual while tying it to the previous Overlords might let him pierce the veil keeping the truth of the reigns hidden from him, and maybe help him channel two eidolons without the mental strain…

He had to do some research.

It’s nothing I can’t solve with practice, Simon thought as he grabbed the Summoner Crestone. Being capable of summoning up to two allies in battle, no matter the reign, was simply too good to pass up. 

“Devour Crestone.”

His shadows consumed the Summoner Crestone and feasted on its spirit.

He didn’t receive any experience from this act—likely because he had already consumed many Noble Classes already—but memories did flood his mind. He found himself in the ruins of a crumbling castle whose roof had collapsed on itself. Elios stood by his side alongside a hooded Rogue, surrounded by corpses. Their foe knelt in front of them, clutching his crystal even as his body slowly decomposed into miasma. He hadn’t much changed from the present day, being still a faceless man whose subtly wrong appearance unnerved all onlookers.

Valravn. 

“It’s over, Uncanny Twins,” Simon said, though his voice belonged to a woman. “You’ve lost.”

“Shortsighted mortals… fear can never die.” The dying demon raised a finger at his slayers. “Helel will kill your sleeping beauty of a goddess, and then she’ll bring me back with a wave of her hand…” 

“Your mistress will never reach the Mana Goddess’ cradle,” Elios replied. “Your efforts will be for naught.”

“We shall see about that… Helel is not like us… she’s unstoppable.” Valravn turned his faceless visage at a lacerated corpse. A familiar Crestone glowed in its severed hand. “That Ranger of yours… the elf who wielded his Crestone before him was the better swordsman… did Mithras kill him?”

Elios scowled. “Erlking retired and entrusted his Crestone to his successor.” 

“Of course he did… right on time too… else he would have probably died to me today.” Valravn chuckled darkly. “Fortuitous timing… don’t you think?”

Elios bristled. “What are you implying?” 

“Don’t listen to him, Elios,” Simon said, magic coursing through his eyes. “He’s deceit made flesh, and all his words are lies!”

“You blind sheep… you still don’t see the strings that pull you?” Valravn said, miasma pouring out of his skin. “You’ve spent centuries waging this war… We’ve slaughtered you and so many of your kindred, piling human bodies upon bodies, and yet during all this time…”

Valravn’s whisper of a laugh echoed long after his body crumbled to dust.

“How many elves have actually died fighting us?”

The vision faded away, the memories filling Simon with a new power. 


Innate Perk: Summon Dark Eidolon (Active): You can summon one additional dark eidolon to serve you. 



Interesting. Simon knew Devour Crestone somewhat adapted the Perks, since Inventory scaled with Overlord levels rather than Merchant ones, but it was the first time it changed one's name. He guessed that summoning normal eidolons might be entirely impossible for him due to his connection with the Abyss. 

And what should I make of that vision? Simon wondered. He knew better than to believe anything Valravn said after having been betrayed by him so many times, and he had been clearly trying to sow distrust in the Noble Heroes’ hearts, but Simon suspected his words had succeeded in instilling doubt in his ancestor. Doubts that Mardok had no doubt exploited later on. Odd that the Noble Crestones keep showing me information related to Elios… are they trying to tell me something? 

“I hope you enjoyed stealing your dear sister’s birthright, because I’ll never let you borrow it again,” Norbelle said as she plucked a Vassal Crestone from her robes—the Druid, from what he had gathered—and then used Noble Refinement to transform it into the Summoner. “Unless you marry me, of course, because then what’s yours is mine…”

“What is wrong with you, Norbelle?” her mother wondered out loud. “I should never have allowed your father within ten feet of you…”

“Mother, I’m just trying to spare you a marriage you don’t want by making a personal sacrifice,” Norbelle replied with a falsely innocent smile. “Besides, imagine the children Simon and I would have. Pure-blooded, blonde, magically perfect… Visionaries.”

“The princess is not entirely wrong,” Mastemo commented, though he quickly clarified his thoughts when he noticed Euphemia’s horror. “While I will never celebrate an incestuous wedding, Your Grace’s union with His Majesty—that of the Light and Darkness—would no doubt yield powerful offspring.” 

“Two talented children were enough, Your Excellency.” Euphemia met her daughter’s gaze. “Since Cocagne will send a delegation to the coronation and festival, you are free to stay here and leave with them.” 

“Fine by me,” Norbelle replied. “Queen Remedia won’t bring her son and husband with her to Frightwall, so it will be an extended vacation.”

Simon froze. “Remedia is coming?”

“I have foreseen that she will, though it’s quite risky for her to leave her country for Frightwall.” Norbelle maliciously grinned at Simon. “She must have something very important to discuss with our new Overlord…”




  

    
        Chapter 178: Lux Vult (8)

    
    
    
    
  Lady Anna is in Norbelle’s quarters.

Simon knew this spelled trouble the moment that sentence escaped Meredith’s mouth, but the reality of the situation only hit him when he opened his half-sister’s door to find her hosting a tea party. 

“You should have knocked, Simon,” Norbelle chided him. 

No, he should have scried. “This is my castle, Norbelle,” Simon reminded her as he looked at the assembly she had gathered at the table. “I see you’ve been busy making friends.”

His half-sister had gathered quite the womanly court in her chambers: Lauriane, Tiella, Eole, Anna, and the newly arrived Cassandra. Half of them suppressed giggles when he arrived, except for Lauriane, who just gave Simon that same overbearing stare she showed him when she mistakenly believed he was dating Cassandra. Simon immediately knew he was too late. 

Three days, Simon complained. Three days of this nonsense. 

Simon had been hard at work overseeing various matters, from the wedding’s preparations, to overseeing purges in the administration and reshuffling resources across the empire, to mentally preparing himself to meet with Remedia again after so long. He had been so busy he had let Norbelle out of his sight, and true to her feline nature, she had immediately made a mess of things. 

“What are you up to?” Simon asked, before noticing Eole looked terribly ashamed. He switched to elvish. “Are they picking on you?”

“No, no…” Eole avoided his gaze. “I…”

“We were teaching Lady Eole words in the Endymian tongue when a certain subject came up,” Cassandra explained in her stead to ease her burden.  

“Namely, your romantic gesture to our dear Eole here,” Norbelle said, taking a strand of the kish’s hair, much to her embarrassment. “Not that I blame you. She is pleasant to look at and listen to.”

No wonder Thalas became the Berserker if he had to survive eighteen years of this, Simon thought with rising annoyance. I should use my Lord of the Demon Castle Perk to give Norbelle nightmares. I keep forgetting I can do that. 

It was his first reign where he spent so long in Frightwall, so he was still figuring out the limits of those Perks. He should find a moment in his ever tighter schedule to experiment with them.

“I’m jealous,” Anna teased him. “You never told me that I was beautiful.”

“I did, Anna, when we were young,” Simon replied. And in a past reign too. “Things have changed though.”

“Because I’m no longer beautiful, or you don’t find me beautiful?” Anna sipped from her cup while Tiella giggled and Cassandra listened in polite silence. “Careful with your answer, Simon. I might not take it well.”

“We need to find you someone, Simon,” Lauriane said with a hint of disapproval in her voice. “Someone closer to your age than Euphemia, and who can stabilize you.”

Simon bit his tongue as he realized he had overlooked the greatest threat to any ruler’s privacy: courtly gossip. 

“She’s just worried about her baby brother’s virginity,” Norbelle teased them. “You haven’t been an Overlord for a month and you’re already building your harem. You grow up so fast.” 

Anna covered her mouth to stifle her laughter, Tiella giggled, Lauriane pinched her nose in annoyance, Cassandra raised an eyebrow, and Eole didn’t understand Endymian well enough to grasp the enormity of that statement. As for Simon, he managed to keep a straight face at all the nonsense. 

“My harem?” he asked, the word dripping with annoyance. 

“One can’t help but notice you have a lot more nubile young women in your retinue than men,” Norbelle said, chuckling once she saw Meredith and Leonard following him. “Oh, another one!”

Meredith bit her tongue and exchanged a glance with Leonard. Simon took a deep breath as he wondered how to deal with this situation. As much as he loathed to admit it, Norbelle had a point; many young women had flocked to his service since he took the throne; and considering his father’s prodigious sexual appetite and collection of concubines, many had probably concluded the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. 

Simon had to admit the idea of having all of his former lovers gathered under one roof during the very reign where he tied the knot with Euphemia didn’t sit well with him either. It felt like the universe was playing a dark joke on him. 

A boy yields to his desires, a man masters them, Simon told himself. The people I loved are dead. They’re not the individuals in front of me.

“Aren’t you aware, Norbelle?” Simon asked. “Your mother and I love each other oh so very much we have agreed to a marriage contract. We’ll be faithful like doves.”

“Then why haven’t you signed it yet?” Norbelle smirked. “Methinks it’s still in the negotiation phase.”

“Hopefully,” Lauriane commented, having made no mystery of her opposition to the match. 

“I say Elaine Malphas, Shabram, and our new Merchant may all be in the running.” Norbelle smirked. “Is it true you merged her former husband with a demon?”

Anna nearly spit out her drink. “You did?!”

“He tried to sacrifice his infant son to a demon, and his wife called for his death,” Simon pointed out. “He volunteered—quite eagerly, I might add—to a demonbinding experiment as an alternative to execution.”

“And divorce,” Norbelle quipped.

“He’s more useful and controllable in his current state rather than as a prisoner,” Simon replied. He had set Lorimor onto recreating his manuscript on primal fears in the hope of figuring out how miasma-aligned Libromancy worked. 

“I have met Ser Lorimor,” Cassandra said. “My father and him have gotten along splendidly since His Majesty introduced them to each other.”

With such a glowing endorsement, Anna regained her composure, though she and Tiella looked rather unnerved. 

“I see…” Anna said, gulping as she glanced at Eole. “I’m glad we didn’t teach enough Endymian for her to understand everything we just said…”

“Either way, Anna, I came to fetch you,” Simon said. “We need to discuss some…” He searched for the right way to put it. “Divine mysteries.”

Anna immediately caught on and rose up. “I’ll be back later, miladies.”

“Divine mysteries?” Norbelle put a finger on her lips, a look of curious mischief in her eyes. “Is that what they call it these days?”

“Tiella, don’t listen to Norbelle while I’m away,” Anna said, laughing, “She’s a baaad influence, and I can tell your brother is worried already.”

“I figured,” Tiella replied with a giggle. 

“Do not worry, Ser Leonard,” Lauriane reassured her brother. “I will be watching them.”

“Many thanks, Your Highness,” Leonard replied politely. 

Simon prepared to walk away when Eole cleared her throat. “Could I… talk to you later, Your Majesty?”

It only took Simon a glance to realize what she wanted to discuss: Norbelle had shared the fact that he had summoned Carbuncle and Culebre from the Sanctuary. That might not end well…

“I will have my secretary book you an appointment when I have more time,” Simon promised her. He then teleported away with his retainers and Anna, right as Norbelle began to pester the kish again. I have to save Cass and Eole before Norbelle ruins them both. 

The group materialized into a laboratory in one of Frightwall’s many underground crypts, where Simon had set his more scholarly retainers onto the task of studying the Mana Sword. Belzemine, Duchar, and a newly possessed Lorimor were all casting analysis spells on the blade. 

“Nothing about this place looks divine,” Anna commented upon spotting Lorimor’s many eyes. Though she hid her fear well, she moved a tiny bit closer to Simon. “Is this about the Light Megalith? Norbelle told me it favored you too.”

“I’m not sure if it’s connected,” Simon admitted, his finger pointing at the Mana Sword. “Could you hold that sword for a moment?”

Anna frowned at his request, but followed through. She seized its handle and blinked as the blade glowed slightly; not as brightly as when Belzemine wielded it, but enough to be noticeable.

“Nice sword,” Anna mused as she proceeded to do a few fencing moves with it. Lorimor instinctively stepped away from her out of fear. “This feels… powerful.”

“That is the very blade that slew my father,” Simon replied, his gaze settling on his scholars. “So?”

“The light hurts my eyes,” Lorimor complained with a hiss. “It is anathema to us.”

“I indeed detect a magical resonance of some sort, though not as strong as what we observed with Lady Firewand,” Duchar admitted. “The Mana Goddess’ blessing reacts to Lady Paimon, and she empowers it.”

Anna raised an eyebrow. “The Mana Goddess?”

“I see a… radiance coming out of you and Agnes,” Simon confirmed. “Someone told me once it might be connected to a ‘divine power,’ so I wished to check if it was related to the Mana Goddess.”

Simon had first thought the sword’s glow was a mere restriction that prevented it from being used at full power by specific individuals, but equipping individuals with the Warrior Crestone, which could use any weapon as if they met the prerequisites, yielded no results… except for confirming that it would always try to escape back to Louis. Tests showed that instead of unlocking a hidden ability, Belzemine instead passively strengthened the divine magic held within the sacred blade. 

As for Simon, he couldn’t even hold the weapon. Merely touching it without protection burned his hands, and not even Anathemic Secrecy could fool it. 

“I thought the Mana Goddess and the Light Megalith were unrelated?” Anna mused. “Unless you imply the gods are fighting for my approval.”

Duchar scoffed. “Of course the Mana Goddess is connected to the Megaliths, child. As much as the Church of the Light would deny otherwise, they are still elementally charged pieces of manalith, and those all derive from the Manatrees. They are both strongly aligned with the Worldsoul.”  

“And here I thought you had joined the Church Party, Simon?” Anna inquired with a small smile. “I would have expected such free-spirited scholars to be extinct by now.”

“Loyalty to the Overlord trumps party affiliations,” Simon replied as he pondered this information. First Mardok and then Valravn… two times now a Zodiac Fiend kidnapped someone with this innate inner radiance. It’s almost surely connected to the Maiden, since Valravn serves her and Anna could potentially serve as her host…

Moreover, if the Mana Goddess was indeed gathering power for some planned strike, why lend some of her magic to Anna? What purpose would it serve?

According to his scholars’ research, the Mana Sword was indeed almost entirely identical to its copies except for the divine power held within it. Duchar had noted something unusual, in that the effects designed to strike at the Overlord—like the anti-damage transfer—had been applied after the sword received its divine blessing. This suggested the sword had originally been created to slay abyssal creatures like the Zodiac Fiends before being later modified to specifically strike at the Overlord. Moreover, while the sword shone like starlight when held by Anna, it became brighter than the sun in Belzemine’s hands. The Mana Goddess hadn’t blessed them equally. 

The artifact was so powerful that it instantly slew weaker demons in a single blow, purified Simon’s Dungeon core like the Paladin’s Sanctify Perk, and dispelled curses. That final particular property interested Simon a lot, since he had a pretty good idea why Remedia had chosen to personally attend the coronation…

The sword would be tremendously useful against the Zodiac Fiends, especially in Belzemine’s hands, but the risk of it falling back into elven hands is too great until I’ve figured out a way to neutralize it, Simon decided. I should check and see if it can destroy Zodiac crystals too. 

“We are still investigating the situation, Anna, but I please ask that you keep this information to yourself,” Simon informed her once they finished their tests. “Very dangerous people are after this power of yours, whatever it is.”

“People more dangerous than the Overlord?” Anna teased him, though her smile faded when she noticed his serious expression. “Whom?”

“A dangerous, demonic cult and criminal syndicate called the Cobweb,” Simon replied. “I’m in the process of purging them, but they have agents in many places. I’ll have Meredith, Leonard, and other talented bodyguards assigned to your security detail until we’ve dealt with those vermin.”

“I’m sure Tiella will be happy to have her brother kept so close to her.” Anna scowled. “You had visions of me dying, haven’t you?”

Simon flinched as if he had been slapped. 

“It wasn’t that hard to figure it out,” Anna said as she joined her hands. “You look like a soldier who has seen too much and avoids my gaze each time we speak. Marrying Euphemia after you despised her for so long, all these changes… they only make sense if you’re trying to prevent something terrible from happening.”

She was too insightful by half. Simon guessed he should expect that from his oldest friend. Anna knew him better than anyone when reigns started, and though he had perfected his acting skills over time, she could still pick up on details that others missed. 

“It’s nothing, Anna,” Simon insisted. “What I saw won’t happen. I have taken the necessary precautions.”

It didn’t ease her concerns. “You don’t have to bear that burden alone, Simon. I can’t stand by and do nothing while ghosts of my future haunt you.”

Simon sighed. “I appreciate it, Anna, but you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“And how can I if you don’t open up?” Anna countered as she fearlessly grabbed his arm, startling him. “Besides, the best antidote to spooky phantom visions of what could happen to me, is my living presence.”

In spite of everything, Simon found himself smiling. “Thank you, Anna,” he said before clearing his throat. “Did you know your father and Euphemia were in talks for you to marry Thalas?”

“They were,” Anna replied with a shrug. “Now he’s on the fence.”

“Why?” Simon asked, even though he suspected the truth. 

“Because he thinks you want to fuck me,” Anna replied with a laugh. “Norbelle isn’t wrong, you are gathering a lot of women around you, and your father was generous with his mistresses’ families. It gives people ideas.” 

“Does your father think I will set aside Euphemia?” Simon scowled in distaste. His stepmother had fantasized about an alternate life where she had wed him, and here he was trying to displace her. “I thought your father would be above such petty schemes, especially considering how Euphemia holds him in high esteem.”

“My father wants to see me crowned empress and his grandchild on the Crimson Throne more than he cares for Her Grace’s approval.” Anna smiled to herself. “Between us, I would rather that he keep hesitating a bit longer. I have nothing against Thalas, but I’m not especially looking forward to marrying someone I didn’t choose.”

“You will never marry anyone against your will so long as I am in charge, Anna,” Simon reassured her, though her smile faded away. “What?”

“You are sweet, Simon, very sweet.” Her tone implied it was more of a flaw than a strength, though. “But I’m not your friend anymore. I’m the heir to the Berwick Islands, and whoever marries me will command the loyalty of thousands.”

“All the more reasons for you not to pick someone you cannot stand.”

“But what if that person becomes your enemy one day? Will you put my happiness over your and your empire’s wellbeing?” Anna didn’t let him finish. “As much as I would love you for it, Simon, you are the state now, and states don’t have friends; only subjects and interests. I fear you’ll learn that soon enough.”



The Overlord’s evenings were spent reading in his bedchambers. 

Balzam Magnos famously liked to be informed of everything going on in his realm, and Simon followed his example. Shabram dutifully compiled daily files ranging from High Council meeting accounts to economic and intelligence reports, then assisted him and Euphemia in wading through them. 

All in all, the state worked efficiently with an Overlord in charge and no two rival parties pulling it in two directions. The army was dutifully preparing to secure both the Dragonsea and the Tellurian campaign under Beatrice’s command; diplomats confirmed Cocagne, Valne, Muse, and even Lore would send delegations for the wedding and coronation; Duke Barbatos officially agreed to submit; and spies confirmed that Elaine Malphas had convinced her aunts to do the same. It seemed she had at least decided to play along with Simon’s offer for now, though he knew better than to trust her. 

Meanwhile, Odette Kano had purchased Malphas’ levels at a brand-powered discount and put forward an aggressive economic reform plan to quickly fund the creation of more bunkers. She also suggested ending the continental blockade on Illusean goods due to its ineffectiveness and instead suggested mandating that all official business be passed through a single port for the time being. She argued that merchants would choose restrictive legality over dangerous contraband, and it would allow the empire to control that particular trade while easing diplomatic relations with the elves.

Simon leaned against that particular suggestion for now, considering how paranoid the elves had proved to be and the risk of further infiltration, but he could float the possibility to Elaine in order to obtain more concessions in the future…  

“I don’t think I would be able to manage everything without you, Shabram,” Simon complimented her as he switched to accounts of Louis’ interrogation. “Your help is truly invaluable.”

“I live to serve His Majesty,” Shabram replied, while Euphemia didn’t say a word. 

Still, Simon’s mood soured as he read. Louis had been both forthcoming and painfully honest about how the night of Balzam Magnos’ murder went. As it turned out, he hadn’t so much sneaked inside his bedroom as been summoned inside by his father to discuss the secret airship fleet. Balzam Magnos had harshly criticized his son for the constant delays, then rebuffed Louis’ suggestion that they attack the western continent instead of launching a riskier assault on Illusea. It seemed the Overlord had made up his mind about destroying the Oracle and intended to launch the assault on the very date when Frightwall was to be bombarded. 

Instead of leaving after being dismissed, Louis had lingered close to Balzam’s quarters for a few minutes, avoided all the guards—being intimately familiar with Frightwall’s security details as Marshal of the empire—cast all his known buffs, and then waited for him to engage in sexual relations with his concubine to strike him while he was in the middle of coitus without his Class outfit on. The surprise blow had slain their father on the spot and Louis had proceeded to slay the only witness right afterwards without a thought. After realizing he hadn’t gained any experience and guessing his father might have survived somehow, he then calmly returned to his personal quarters and tried to clear his mind by reading a book, half-expecting Balzam to summon him back with a sharp rebuke. 

All in all, it was shocking how easily this assassination attempt could have gone wrong. A single guard catching a glimpse of Louis, Balzam not paying attention to his concubine, a second thought or misstep… how much of it was the result of Louis’ accurate sense of timing or the Oracle’s guidance remained vague. Something felt wrong about this setup, though Simon couldn’t put his finger on what. 

However, what bothered him the most was that Louis claimed to have no knowledge of his father’s corpse dropping a book after death. The crown-prince hadn’t picked up anything like an Abyssal Chronicle lying around.

“Are we certain his testimony is accurate?” Simon inquired, his Abyssal Chronicle materializing in his hand. “My father should have left a book like this behind after his death.”

“We thoroughly searched the prince’s person and quarters, to no avail,” Shabram replied. “Considering how little time separated his crime from his arrest and that his Infinite Armory wouldn’t let him store a book, I doubt he could have hidden it anywhere. 

“My Judge abilities confirmed Louis told us the truth,” Euphemia replied, frowning. “Although we cannot rule out that he found a way to circumvent them, why would he lie about finding a grimoire after admitting to a much more serious crime of regicide and conspiracy?”

Because that book holds the secrets of the reigns, Simon thought. Then again, he couldn’t exclude the possibility that Balzam hid his Abyssal Chronicle away in a secure location. Louis’ Infinite Armory was limited to weapons, so it shouldn’t be able to store a grimoire either. But we’ve thoroughly searched Frightwall and the Tellurian archives. Where else could it be?

His father wouldn’t trust anyone with something so important, not even Maublanc—who also claimed to have no knowledge of the Abyssal Chronicle either. Where else could it be? One of the Operation Deepground’s bunkers? Elios Magnos’ private library? Or was it buried in one of Frightwall’s many secret vaults? 

“Why is this book so important?” Euphemia asked, squinting.

“I need it to unlock some of my Class’ Perks,” Simon replied evasively as he changed the subject. “Anything else?”

“Two things.” Shabram cleared her throat. “I wasn’t sure if I should bring this to your attention, but rumors that Your Majesty is looking for an official mistress have spread like wildfire through Frightwall.”

Euphemia gritted her teeth, and for once, Simon shared her annoyance. “Is it my daughter’s doing?”

“I could not identify the source of the rumors,” Shabram replied diplomatically. “Nonetheless, the obvious political nature of Your Majesty’s union and your number of female retainers is fertile ground for rumormongering.”

“Let them gossip,” Simon replied dismissively. “This court is what it is. If we address the rumor, we will only give it credence.”

“We cannot let it stand, or our enemies will see a wedge to exploit,” Euphemia replied harshly. “We will share our quarters from now on, and publicly sign the marriage contract. That ought to silence these fools.”

Simon didn’t particularly like it, but it might be the best solution short of open displays of affection or actually consummating the marriage. “Must we share the bed as well?”

“It is big enough for each of us to have their own space,” Euphemia replied dryly. “Your father and I had no issue putting distance between each other during the early years.”

Good to know. “What’s the other matter, Shabram?”

“His Excellency Mastemo requested that Lady Eole enter his service as an advisor on the ‘beastmen question,’ after meeting with her earlier,” Shabram said. “Considering you asked me to book an appointment for her and that you wished to introduce her to Her Grace, I thought both matters could be settled at once.”

“You speak of the kish rebel my stepson shipped to us from Telluria,” Euphemia said. “I will judge her myself.”

“Judge her?” Simon tensed up. “Eole is no criminal.”

“If not a criminal, then she is a fool and a threat for inciting rebellion against us in our territories.” Euphemia scowled at him. “Don’t tell me those rumors are true and you’re enamored with her.”

Of course Norbelle would spill the beans. “It’s more complicated. We need her to access the crystal in Telluria, and she is… would make a good vassal to legitimize our conquest of the region.”  

“I will be the judge of that.” Euphemia chuckled to herself. “Let us not waste time. Bring her in, Shabram.” 
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  As the Judge, it usually fell to Euphemia to arbitrate disputes alongside her husband, and she nearly had Simon executed for striking her son when he last faced her in this fashion.

He hoped she had learned mercy since. 

“Sit, Eole,” Euphemia said in Elvish, her finger pointing at a seat on the other side of the table. Shabram was gone, leaving them alone.

It must have felt intimidating for Eole to be summoned to their now shared quarters and find them both in their Class outfits. Still, she kept her back straight and full of dignity as she followed the order dutifully. 

“I am Empress Euphemia Agares-Magnos of Endymion, the Judge and Saint of the Church of the Light,” Euphemia introduced herself with all the pomp and pride of her station. “My future husband and I have agreed to listen to your plea.”

“Thank you for granting me this audience, Your Grace,” Eole replied politely. Simon guessed Norbelle or Anna had briefed her on protocol. “His Excellency spoke highly of you.”

“So did he. Your innocence pleased him, though you come from poisoned stock.” Euphemia’s third eye assessed Eole closely. “He informed you of the kish people’s origins, did he not?”

“He did, though I cannot believe him,” Eole replied, a scowl forming on her face. “My people are not demonic spawn, but a single tribe of shifters among many.”

“I’m afraid His Excellency told you the truth,” Simon admitted. “You will find proof in both Valendre and the old kish palace in Telluria.”

“The Dark runs deep in your tribe’s blood, child, but thankfully for you, the Light redeems all,” Euphemia said. “We shall cleanse their souls and perhaps even their flesh.”

“By putting them in chains?” Eole countered in defiance, forgetting the fact that Euphemia could smite her dead where she stood. “By taking their lands and freedom?”

“It is a kinder fate than what the beastmen inflict on each other every day,” Euphemia replied. “Their tribes constantly wage war. When one wins, they kill and enslave the defeated, with the chieftain taking a wife or daughter as his bride-prize to rape. It is their base and detestable nature.” Her voice dripped with venom and disgust. “Our conquest of the region is a kindness. Endymion has brought an end to the ceaseless, pointless warfare in the lands it assimilated.”

Eole glared at Euphemia. “So when a shifter tribe molests another, you call it detestable; and when your empire does the same to an entire nation, you call it peace?”

The sharp rebuke briefly silenced Euphemia and drew a chuckle from Simon. The empress glared at him before coming up with an excuse. 

“This is a regrettable, but thankfully temporary state of affairs,” she argued. “Your people refuse to assimilate into our peaceful society and actively resist a better future, so why should they enjoy its protection? The beastmen–”

“Shifters,” both Eole and Simon said at the same time.

“–will enjoy the same protections as our citizens once they convert to the Light and abide by our laws,” Euphemia said sternly. “Laws which you have violated yourself by inciting revolts within our territories. What do you have to say in your defense?”

“Nothing.” 

Eole’s answer took Euphemia slightly aback. “You will say nothing for yourself?”

“Trying to free my people is a righteous act of which I am truly proud,” Eole replied fearlessly. “I will never be ashamed or apologize for attempting to save slaves from bondage; and if you expect me to, then you are no Saint.” 

No one short of House Magnos’ members would be bold enough to speak to Euphemia like that, and he could tell it had been years since someone actually showed such defiance to her. Simon half-feared the empress would react with sneering disdain or aggression in response, yet the look plastered on her face showed something rare coming from her.

Pity. 

Is she… feeling sorry for Eole? Euphemia? This petty, spiteful empress? Simon thought in utter disbelief. He thought her sympathy might be rooted in condescension, but there was a sadness to her gaze that convinced him otherwise. Does she actually have a heart?

“And that act led you to being enslaved by your own countrymen and brought to chains before us,” Euphemia declared. “Are you proud of it still?”

“Yes,” Eole replied without hesitation, her scowl deepening. “The kish oppressed other shifters, and I do not fault them for resenting us; yet that is exactly why I have a responsibility to help them.”

“You are a sincere soul, Eole, and that is to your credit,” Euphemia said with a hint of grudging respect that left Simon speechless. The empress indeed appeared to relate to Eole’s struggle in spite of her blatant contempt for shifters, likely because her Judge abilities let her assess that Eole spoke from the heart. “However, your efforts are wasted on souls who do not deserve it.”

“Everyone deserves to be free, Your Grace.” 

Euphemia’s lips curled into a brief smile, one that didn’t last long. “Are you sure? Do you know how I became the Judge?”

Eole frowned. “I do not, Your Grace.”

Neither did Simon. Well, he knew the Church of the Light’s imperial propaganda—that she had been led by visions of the prophetess Pharis to find the lost Judge Crestone and free the realm from Gargauth’s tyranny—but he assumed it was either a lie or a half-truth. 

“I lived in a village near the border between our imperial heartland and Telluria, which we once called Agares,” Euphemia said. “The Second Overlord had foreseen a Visionary would be his doom. My people produced many of them over the centuries, so he hunted us down to extinction and forced us to hide. I spent my early years hiding my third eye beneath a headband whenever a visitor would come to our home. I had visions of a doom brought by Gargauth and of slaying dragons in battle since I was a child, but I denied them.”

Euphemia leaned forward, her third eye staring into Eole’s eyes. 

“And then came your people.” 

Eole flinched as did Simon, who recalled mentions of those events from the Church’s sermons. 

“A tribe of werelions raided our village by surprise, though we always traded with the beastmen in good faith,” Euphemia said, her nails sinking into her chair’s armrests. “They massacred people I’d known all my life, burned down our houses, and since I was the daughter of the village’s chief, their leader claimed me as his prize. He wished to rape me, though I was barely ten, as was his ‘right.’” The last word dripped with disgust. “I managed to flee and hide in a cavern near my village, where I tripped on a glowing stone by accident. The Judge Crestone had found its way to me, and I realized my purpose.”

Eole lowered her eyes, biting her lips as she pondered the empress’ words. 

“I judged the werelions, as I judged Gargauth for his crimes,” Euphemia said sternly. “You say that everyone deserves freedom, Eole, but those who abuse it to hurt others deserve their chains. Just as you weren’t forgiven for your ancestors’ crime, what beastmen endure today is expiation for the sins their tribes have perpetuated—and still perpetuate—on their own countrymen and others. They were given many, many opportunities to change their ways, and they threw them all away.”

“I will not make excuses for those who wronged you, Your Grace,” Eole said after straightening up. “But if you are indeed the Judge, then I have a question for you: can you explain how it is fair to deem all of my people, regardless of their deeds and origins, guilty of the crimes of a few?”

“When the many do not step in to stop and reform the few, then they are guilty of inaction.”

Eole glared at Euphemia. “Then all of the Third Overlord’s crimes are yours too.” 

For perhaps the first time since Simon met her, Euphemia truly seemed at a loss for words. A man like Balzam could have conjured many lies and self-justifying arguments, but not her. 

The Judge couldn’t argue with the truth.

“Your Grace, your husband is dead and his evils with him,” Eole pleaded. “If you indeed wish to do good in this world, then I bid you to change your empire’s ways. Slavery, conquest, and murder will not make Telluria a better place.”

“You come begging for change without the power or influence to make it so,” Euphemia replied after regaining her composure. “Relying on the goodwill of others will not get you far.”

“Perhaps, but I do not wish to live in a world where goodwill is worthless.” Eole gathered her breath. “Do you?”

“You truly are insolent.” Euphemia cracked a thin smile. “Do you truly believe, without the shadow of a doubt, that you could change the beastmen’s ways?”

“Yes,” Eole replied without hesitation. 

“Then you are either a fool or a saint. Maybe both.” Euphemia rested her head on her fist as she considered Eole’s words. “We will not stop our eastern expansion. Telluria will either become an imperial province, or a pile of rubble.”

Eole’s fists clenched, and she turned to Simon. “We cannot allow the likes of Vouivre to gain access to Telluria’s resources,” he said with a sigh. “Believe me when I say everything we do there will pale compared to the horrors she will visit on your kind.”

“However,” Euphemia said, “if you believe your words will reach where our swords cannot, then I will allow you to accompany me as an advisor on the beastmen…” She stopped a brief moment before correcting herself, “the shifter tribes. Those you can convince to set aside their savage and barbarian ways will be welcomed as our subjects and spared from slavery.”

Eole reddened with anger. “You would have me become your empire’s mouthpiece?” 

“Yes, because not walking away from the wrong path is a crime in itself. I will not tolerate another tragedy like the one that befell my home to repeat itself. Peace will come to Telluria, one way or another.” Euphemia steepled her fingers. “You can collaborate with us to help your people and put your ideals where your mouth is, or you can watch on the sidelines powerless, your sweet voice unheard. The choice is yours.”

Eole scowled as she took in those harsh words, then turned to Simon. “I have heard from Princess Norbelle that Your Majesty summoned two eidolons sacred to my people, Carbuncle and Culebre.”

“That I have,” Simon confirmed. 

Eole’s scowl deepened with despair. “Then you know about my home.”

“I do, and I can access it whenever I wish,” Simon admitted, ignoring the glances Euphemia sent him. “We will not trouble your people, if that is what you worry about. Your answer today won’t affect their fate.”

He could see Eole didn’t believe him; or rather, she realized that her fears were realized, and that her people’s Sanctuary lived at the mercy of greater powers. When fighting was a hopeless call, only two possibilities remained. 

Collusion, or surrender.

“I… will serve,” Eole decided warily.

“That you shall.” Euphemia’s tone turned slightly sympathetic. “Do not make such a face, Eole. You are fulfilling your duty, to yourself and your kind. You will save many lives.”

Her words failed to reassure Eole, who silently departed the room with a slight, forced bow. Simon’s heart ached to see her like this, even if it was for her own good. There was no ideal solution to the Telluria problem, or at least none he had found yet. 

“For a moment, I feared you would execute her,” Simon admitted. 

“Is that what you think of me? That I enjoy executing people?” Euphemia raised an eyebrow beneath her Judge blindfold. “There is always a place for mercy.”

“Says the woman who tried to have me killed when I was a young boy.”

“You were guilty of striking a prince of the blood. A peasant would have been quartered in your place.” Euphemia shrugged her shoulders. “This Eole is naive, rash, and disrespectful. It astonishes me that her capture didn’t teach her a lesson.”

“You say that as if they were flaws,” Simon replied, “but your tone betrays your fondness.”

“I was like her once, until the world—and your father—beat that foolishness out of my skull.” Euphemia shook her head. “I feel compassion for her. She only has pain and disappointment to look forward to.”

“Not necessarily,” Simon argued. “I have seen her home in my visions. It is a paradise devoid of slaves and conflict.”

“So was Agares until an armed band decided they would rather have slaves than friends,” Euphemia countered sternly. “Peace without the strength to defend it is a fragile illusion.”

“I agree, but Eole has a point: conquest and slavery won’t lead to a paradise.” 

Euphemia looked at him curiously. “Is that what you want? To turn this empire of blood and bones into a paradise?

“Yes,” Simon replied bluntly. “As I told Louis when we arrested him, I will do amazing things once our enemies are pacified or out of the way. Now that I have seen it is possible to create a pure and perfect society, we must build one for ourselves. I will create a land of peace, free of slavery and brutality.”

“Your father would roll in his tomb if he could hear you,” Euphemia commented in genuine appreciation. Simon took pleasure in knowing that he could. “Color me impressed. We may have more in common than I thought.” 

“Do we?” Simon wondered with skepticism. “I admit forcing everyone to worship the Light does not sit well with me.”

“You would rather let a thousand cults coexist?” Euphemia asked as if it were a stupid idea. 

Simon frowned. “What would be wrong with that?”

“When you tell the people that they can worship the Light, the Mana Goddess, or nothing at all, you do not teach them that the world is a complicated place and that they should tolerate each other,” Euphemia argued. “You create one group that believes the Light should be worshiped for everyone’s salvation, a second who believes the same for the Mana Goddess, and a third who trusts nothing but themselves. When all sides believe in a different truth, then peace becomes impossible.”

Simon gave her words some consideration. “So you say I should pick a single truth for everyone to believe in?”

“Differences in values create friction, while cultural synthesis leads to harmony,” Euphemia confirmed. “Look at Magvolia. Although we have conquered it and ended centuries of conflicts between neighbors, many of its elites yearn for a mythical golden age when their kings ruled them to the point that they would rather ally with our enemies. Your father’s mistake was to push for continuous conquests without consolidating our gains in our subjects’ hearts and minds.”

Simon guessed she had a point. His father fed on conquests to fuel his Overlord Class, leaving many unsolved issues that enemies like Vouivre or Illusea then exploited to harm him. Even the Sanctuary remained Vayan and Junon’s carefully curated garden, though they allowed the worship of many eidolons. A society could not survive without a stable framework. 

Still, he wasn’t sure the Light was the solution to this particular problem. The legitimacy it provided to Endymion rested on Mastemo’s goodwill and mental contortions. An Overlord’s power should be self-sustaining. 

Simon had much to ponder. 

Euphemia changed the subject. “Have you reached a decision on whether or not to devour the Warrior Crestone? If not, then we should find a new holder it won’t abandon for Louis.”

“I’m still considering my options,” Simon admitted. “My talents lean closer to spellcasting, and I have only one free Perk slot left open for the moment. I wonder if it would be better to consume magical-oriented abilities or something with more utility.”

“You would be a fool to neglect your Class’ martial potential,” Euphemia said. “Your father was the most powerful melee fighter who ever walked this earth. I haven’t seen a single creature capable of surviving him for more than five minutes.”

“Maybe so, but as you have no doubt noticed by now, I am not my father,” Simon replied dryly. “Besides, wouldn’t it be better to build on my strengths?”

“Limiting a Class that can do everything to one specialty is a waste,” Euphemia countered. “In war, it is better to be the second best in multiple fields than the best in one. If you have only one source of power, then you become predictable, and what is predictable can be countered.”

“You seem to speak from experience.”

“I do. Gargauth relied too much on his draconic strength and his artifact collection. A single Law that forbade the use of specific items crippled him during our final battle.” Euphemia scoffed. “Mardok learned that lesson painfully too. None could match him in his cruelty and deceit, but all of his sweet lies were wasted on a brute like Gargauth, and his magic failed to pierce through the dragon’s scales the way my husband’s sword did. Versatility is a strength in itself.” 

Simon nodded and decided to question Lauriane on the matter. His sister had researched Classes extensively, and her custom Spellblade one combined magic with weapon techniques. She should have insight to offer on the matter. 

“You are wrong about one thing. I can become the best at everything.” Simon had many lifetimes left to master fighting, magic, and crafting. “That is my Class’ privilege.”

“A tall boast, but you will need to live as long as an elf to make it a reality,” Euphemia replied sternly. If only she knew the hidden irony... “Surviving the year and each other will be a great victory in itself.”

“True,” Simon said with a small chuckle. “Should we toast to our first night in our shared quarters?”

Euphemia cracked a thin smile. “If one of us lasts until the morning, mayhaps.”
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  Simon and Euphemia did survive into the morning. The empress was right, the bed was large enough for them to each have their own space without ever touching the other, though she also cast a Restraining Order to ensure this frontier would remain absolute.

This meant, however, that he had the privilege of sharing the empress’ morning routine. Unlike him, Euphemia did not sleep naked—and she scolded him for not wearing silk like she did—but always took a bath before her handmaidens dressed her up. She then opened up the day with prayers at the chapel, listened to grievances and complaints from her subjects, and oversaw legal cases the empire’s judges sent her as leader of the empire’s supreme court. Simon was starting to grow a newfound respect for her hardworking and dutiful nature. She was no noble dilettante wallowing in self-indulgence at the expense of her duties.

This alliance of theirs might actually prove surprisingly productive.

Still, the more he observed her, the more Simon doubted that she actually enjoyed her current station. She walked on from one meeting to the next with the stalwart duty of a soldier on the march, but she didn’t actually seem to enjoy her power nor the luxuries of rule. It was odd that someone would pursue something that didn’t make them happy so fervently…

Then again, to sit on the Crimson Throne is not her heart’s desire, Simon thought as he recalled Carbuncle’s vision. He was pretty certain that the village he saw in Euphemia’s reflection represented the lost Agares. She craves those lost happy days, the same way I longed for simpler times at the Academy. 

Simon wondered if there was a better way to placate her in the future than sharing power with her…

Either way, Simon set those thoughts aside and summoned Lauriane to his quarters to discuss the Warrior Crestone question. Her answer when Simon asked if he should consume the Armsmaster Perk was a resounding, “Yes, without hesitation.”

“Are you sure?” Simon asked. “Don’t you think you could create a Class capable of learning all Techniques rather than only weapon ones, which I could then devour?”

“Father already asked me to create a Hybrid Class capable of holding both the Monk’s Body Mastery, which grants the ability to learn all body-related Techniques, with the Warrior’s Armsmaster into a single Perk,” Lauriane admitted. “All our attempts failed. We did manage to create Warrior/Monk hybrids, but none that combined the two Perks into one in a satisfactory way. Either it manifested as two separate Perks, or one with a narrower focus than the two donors, like elemental limitations.”

This disappointed Simon a great deal. “What was the issue?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Lauriane admitted. “My two main theories are that Perks have inbuilt limitations and that Hybrid Classes rely on very narrow combined archetypes. The idea of a fighter capable of mastering all weapons and martial arts is simply too vague and unbelievable to manifest in the Worldsoul, whereas spellcasting swordsmen immediately conjures a mental picture in people’s heads.”

“And ultimately, Classes are ideas incarnate,” Simon concluded, to his sorrow. He guessed that made sense. The elves and Mardok would have both already created an almighty Class capable of doing everything if it were possible.

“My Spellblade Class is a good example of those limitations,” Lauriane concluded. “The best I could do was develop a Perk allowing me to learn all sword Techniques. A wider Perk diminished magical tier progressions or limited to one particular element. My point is, creating a Perk capable of learning all Techniques is beyond us. Even a Monk and Warrior merger would likely miss out on Bard and Rogue-related abilities.”

That would explain why their father consumed a Monk Perk on his final reign. He must have reached the same conclusion and devoured Body Mastery to fill out one of his last available empty Perk slots. Simon gained one every ten levels or so, so he might have unlocked one extremely late…

“Why create the Spellblade Class in particular?” Simon inquired. He knew Lauriane had customized it herself.

“For the same reason why you are considering adding Armsmaster to your arsenal: to cover all of my bases. The Alchemist is not exactly a combat-oriented Class.” Lauriane put a hand on her waist. “Moreover, weapon Techniques and spells can supplement each other beyond buffs. There are many ways to magically bolster your melee prowess.”

“Like the Elemental Saber series of spells?” Simon guessed, causing Lauriane to nod. “Why go for the Warrior’s Armsmaster Perk rather than, say, the Monk’s affinity for body-related Techniques?”

“Because body Techniques will always be limited by base stats and morphology, whereas weapons can be easily customized and upgraded to deal with a specific threat or foe,” Lauriane explained. “I know our father liked to craft blades and devices optimized to synergize with certain tactics. You could easily follow his example. Staves and magical instruments often have Techniques that supplement various schools of spellcasting too.”

True, combining my spellcasting, crafting prowess, and Techniques would yield a combination greater than the sum of its parts, Simon thought. My Inventory would ensure I always have the right tool for the job too, alongside Warmonger. 

“Besides…” Lauriane chuckled to herself. “Armored gauntlets and fists count as weapons, so if you are so set on learning Monk Techniques, you might be able to cheat a bit.”

This amused Simon, who did exploit that particularity to engage one of the Monk’s students in a fist fight once. “You think the System would allow such a loophole?”

“You would be surprised. Sometimes the System’s limits are extremely narrow and arbitrary, but sometimes, they blur at the edge. Experiments proved that some ‘unarmed’ Techniques can be replicated with spiked fist weapons, for example.” Lauriane smiled. “Besides, I’ve learned a few sword Techniques I could teach you…”

“Alright, alright, no need to bribe me, I’m convinced.” Simon would consume the Crestone during his latest training session with Norbelle to ensure they could reconstitute it immediately. “Which leaves the question of who will inherit the Warrior Crestone afterwards. I need a replacement capable of confronting the Zodiac Fiends in a year’s time.”

Lauriane’s smile turned into a scowl, since she would clearly prefer that he free Louis, but she gave sound advice nonetheless.

“General Uruk Leraje is the only possible inheritor,” she said. “He’s a level 71 Warmaster. Since it’s a Warrior Vassal, he can transfer most of his levels into the Noble Class, and his brands guarantee his obedience. Part of me always wondered if Father groomed him as a spare should Louis perish in the field.”

“It’s possible,” Simon agreed. “Do you think he could rival our brother with an aggressive training regimen?”

“No inheritor will ever catch up to Louis in a year’s time,” Lauriane warned him. “It took our brother much longer to move from level seventy to eighty in spite of leading the Telluria campaign.”

“We shall see about that. My Class lets me grant an exp boost to five people, and I have performances and Devil Brands capable of increasing that yield.”

“An exp boost for certain people?” Lauriane frowned. “I had no idea the Overlord had such a Perk. Father never used it, I’m sure of it.”

Simon immediately sensed cold hands on his throat. “It may be that some of its Perks has changed over time as public perception of our father changed,” he argued. “The boost does let me spy on them too.”

“I see…” Lauriane sounded a bit suspicious, but took him at his word anyway. “If you are limited to five, you should extend it to our family rather than outsiders. Generals and soldiers can be eventually replaced should they fall, but not our blood. House Magnos must triumph if our empire is to survive.”

“You would have me empower Euphemia?”

“She is not blood,” Lauriane replied harshly, her eyebrows furrowing. “Norbelle and Thalas are, however.”

“I don’t think they will agree to anything unless Euphemia does first,” Simon pointed out, “except maybe Norbelle, but then she’ll make it weird.”

“Does your exp boost have any negative effects?”

“Besides being limited to five individuals, I can check their status screens and location at all times,” Simon informed her. “I don’t see Euphemia or Thalas allowing that, let alone bearing unremovable Devil Brands.”

“Probably not, no…” Lauriane stroked her chin. “How much do you see?”

“Based on an early test I did with Shabram, pretty much everything,” Simon replied. “Levels, type, stats, elemental affinities, Perks, equipment, and the individual’s current location. The ability ignores divination protection too.”

“Truly? That could work to our advantage…” Lauriane stroked her chin. “I’ll think about this a bit more… are you happy with your sham marriage?”

“It is cordial enough,” Simon replied. “I doubt we’ll ever grow affectionate for each other, but we work well enough together. Our interests align so far.”

“You should set that hag aside and marry Anna,” Lauriane argued. “She will be a finer wife, and Maublanc will support you.”

“I can’t risk alienating the Church Party for now, Lauriane. Not when our empire is besieged by multiple threats.” Though this might change when Simon inevitably gained the strength to force compliance rather than negotiate for it. “How is your Zodiac crystal research going?”

“We have secured the Darkwood and installed contraptions similar to those keeping the Goetia Research Facility’s dryad contained on that so-called Muse,” Lauriane replied. “We’ve begun extracting the miasma produced by the crystal and harnessing it. As far as I can tell, this Minotaur produces its energy from nothing.”

“It has no finite reserves for us to exhaust and weaken.” Simon’s attempts to do that with Nodens in the Sanctuary had failed too when Abraxas shone in his constellation. “The best we can do is ensure the seals don’t break until the comet arrives.”

“Or,” Lauriane suggested, “we find them a host aligned with our values.”

Simon thoughtfully steepled his fingers. “Elaborate.”

“I’ve discussed the matter with Lady Beatrice and Lord Mastemo. Demonic possession is a mental merger rather than straight-up usurpation, so a patriotic host mentally conditioned to obey House Magnos could potentially bind the fiend to our will.” The cold, clinical way his sister phrased it felt vaguely sinister to Simon. “Applying your Devil Brands to the host prior to the merger would let us control them too.”

“I’ve considered that option,” Simon admitted. His experience with Eole and Casval’s mergers showed that part of them remained in the fusion, albeit twisted by the demon, and Mastemo managed the supreme feat of outright suppressing his inner demon. “However, I’ve decided against it for two reasons. The first is that I’m not sure what will happen once the crystal receives the comet’s power. Do you think the demon might fully take over the host then?”

“I do not know.” Lauriane met his gaze. “If you have to ask, I assume you didn’t see this outcome happen in your visions?”

“Not yet.” He had never dared attempt such a thing in the past, but then again, he now had House Magnos’ near-undivided support… “Moreover, the Zodiac Fiends believe the Overlord to be Mardok reborn and possess a pathological hatred for him. They may try to kill me on sight.”

“Unless your Brand of Pride compels them to obedience, especially since it cannot be removed,” Lauriane pointed out. “I say we should at least attempt it with one subject. We should have the means to contain a merger inside the Lighthouse or the Goetia Research Facility. Studying the results would at least let us better understand the Zodiac Fiends and how to destroy them.”

“I will consider it,” Simon replied. “But the problem still stands: the only potential hosts are either our bloodline or Darkblooded people like Cassandra Honorius whom I would rather not expose to such risks.”

“Then let me consult the empire’s genealogy records,” Lauriane suggested. “Demon-blooded individuals aren’t exactly unheard of in the population. We can track down potential test subjects.”

Simon guessed it was worth a try. It would at least show what happened when a demon-bonded host received Abraxas’ blessing, or starve the Zodiac Fiends of potential vessels.

“I suppose it doesn’t hurt to track down potential hosts, for safety’s sake,” Simon agreed. “I will have Shabram help you build a registry of them.”

“Thank you, Simon.” Lauriane smiled. “You will not regret it.”



Simon promptly proceeded to consume Armsmaster during his latest training session with Norbelle.

He received a vision once again, though this one was blurrier than all the others. He found himself inhabiting the body of a Warrior deflecting beams of light fired at him by a great and terrible being of blinding radiance. He could hardly see the attacker, besides the shadow of six wings whose brightness burned his eyes. He recalled searing pain in his chest, followed by the whispers of a woman’s voice in his head, clear like the sun, obliterating his thoughts until all he could see was her light…

The vision ended there, with Simon basking in the glory of a new Perk.


Passive Perk: Armsmaster (Passive): Allows the user to quickly replicate and master any Weapon Technique.



I hope I won’t regret this, Simon thought. He didn’t have any Devour Crestone Perks left. Still, the stronger I become, the more options open up. Perhaps I will gain the strength to consume the Oracle or the Librarian Crestones one day… 

“I hope you enjoyed your feast, Step-Daddy,” Norbelle said as she cast Noble Refinement on a Fencer Vassal Crestone, only for the reborn Warrior one to immediately escape her grip and roll across on the floor. “Hey!”

It’s almost as bad as the Paladin, but at least it lets me touch it, Simon thought as he grabbed the Crestone and stored it in his Inventory. “Is your own Crestone so possessive?”

“It loves me, of course, but I set up our boundaries early in our relationship.” Norbelle shrugged. “Anyway, as you must certainly have realized by now, your Magic stat determines the power of your spells and the rate at which your mana reserves replenish themselves. Charisma determines how well you resist mental assaults, and Intelligence influences how much mana you must actually spend when casting spells.”

“But there’s still room for improvement, even as my Intelligence increases?” Simon guessed. “I possess Perks that reduce the miasma I spend on spells too.”

“There’s always room for improvement, Simon, even for geniuses like you and me,” Norbelle replied smugly. “You see, the System only helps as much as it must to fit within its parameters. It determines the base floor and no more.”

“So it’s like martial proficiency Perks,” Simon concluded. “They give you a floor, but you must push beyond that to surpass your peers.”

“Precisely. The good news is that you have enormous miasma reserves to spellcast with; the bad news is that they are so large you never actually had to learn how to pace yourself to spend only as strictly as necessary.” Norbelle produced a small, translucent glass sphere the size of her palm. “Here’s your salvation.”

“A magic orb?”

“A miasma container. It passively absorbs the miasma you produce on touch to fill itself, which then harmlessly evaporates.” Norbelle charged the sphere with her magic, causing it to slowly blacken as if filled with oil. The contents began to shrink the moment its user stopped feeding it. “But fill it just a bit too much, and it’ll shatter. You are to constantly channel miasma inside until it fills out, then keep it on the threshold without breaking it. Go on, try it.”

Simon shattered his first orb within three seconds of holding it. Thankfully, Norbelle had cast a minor self-repairing spell on the container, which allowed Simon to shatter it again three times in a minute’s time.

“Keep going,” Norbelle said, “You’re a Magnos. You’ll get it right eventually.”

Simon immediately tensed up in alarm. “You’re not mocking me?”

“I don’t believe in negative reinforcement,” Norbelle lied through her teeth. “Think of it like a Visionary egg you have to fill with your miasma seed to give your little sister a sibling. Focus on that mental image.”

That didn’t help at all.

Still, Norbelle was right; he made some progress over the next few days, enough that he could keep an orb stable for ten to fifteen seconds at a time rather than an instant. Pacing his output was a mind-numbing and repetitive task, but his Dark Visionary sight greatly helped him analyze the flow of miasma pouring out of him. His control might eventually grow enough to let him keep Darkflight on at all times, or cast Edicts more often.

Otherwise, he set some time aside to train with Lauriane on learning his very first sword Technique, and one that would let him compensate for his low Agility weakness: Quickdraw.

“Quickdraw was invented in Fablan by warriors wishing to kill mages before they could cast their spells,” Lauriane explained as she proceeded to demonstrate the technique to him. “It is said the swordsmaster who perfected it did so by cutting falling lightning. This works by unsheathing the sword in a charge so fast you become invisible to the naked eye.”

Witnessing it was something else. One second Lauriane stood twenty feet away from a training dummy, and then she sliced it apart in the next with a horizontal sweep faster than the eye could follow. Her blade struck so fast it shattered the sound barrier and caused the wind to ripple from the point of impact. A living target would have been deafened on the spot.

“As you can see, the attack is so close to instantaneous I might as well be teleporting,” Lauriane said upon sheathing her sword. “Besides its high crit rate, the sound blast that accompanies the blade inflicts Wind elemental damage. Spellcasters are usually so disoriented that they more often than not fail to complete their spell, which creates a window of opportunity to finish them off.”

Simon wondered if Vayan’s Auspice would boost that blast too… he could already see potential synergies. “And it works regardless of Agility?”

“Agility determines how much space you can cover, but the movement itself is near instantaneous,” Lauriane replied. “The Technique’s main weakness is that it requires the sword to be sheathed, so it only works as an opening strike, but it should let you instantly close the gap with a faraway opponent.”

Simon wished he had learned that trick before his fight with Bert in Muse, or Nodens. He felt Armsmaster guiding him into a stance; he crouched his knees, one hand holding his sheath and the other his greatsword’s pommel. He only had to look at Lauriane once and hear her explanation for his Perk to provide an instinctual understanding of the technique’s underlying principle.

Still, the timing was so damn tight Simon wondered how anyone could ever master it without a Class. His first few attempts allowed him to cross nearly fifteen feet of distance in an instant, but he failed to unsheath Balefire fast enough to produce the shockwave. It would take him some time to fully master it, even for someone with his raw stats and Perks.

The next few days were a blur of training, council meetings, and administrative gatherings until airships came from the west to carry foreign delegations from Cocagne, Lore, Valne, and Muse, all eager and anxious to witness the event of the century.

The Fourth Overlord’s wedding was around the corner.

  

    
        Chapter 181: Lux Vult (11)

    
    
    
    
  Even the mermaids’ songs couldn’t alleviate Simon’s mood.

The royal family and imperial dignitaries opened up the day of the coronation with a breakfast at the Overlord’s expense. Honeyed cakes baked with berries and nuts, minotaur steaks, Fablan fish, and Uyoan soups were served alongside chocolate, coffee, and tea. Vicequeen Melusine of Bujan had arrived with her personal troupe and other musicians to play for their entertainment.

None of the foreign delegations agreed to enter Frightwall—Mardok had infamously massacred envoys after a night of revelry, and no foreign Class user would dare enter the Fourth Overlord’s castle—so only imperial nobility, officials, and viceroys attended this particular breakfast. This allowed Simon to finally meet the Monk among the assembly. Viceroy Koryu Vepar was the very picture of the elderly Fablan mountain sages of legends, a broad-shoulder man with a well-trimmed beard and white hair held into a knot tied above his skull and adorned with a fire-shaped headpiece. He wore black and gold lacquered armor held by a red sash that fit him well. Although he was in his seventies, his black eyes still carried a sharpness that reminded Simon of a hawk.

He had also come with the three students Simon murdered in a previous reign, which made it slightly awkward.

Otherwise, Simon spotted Elaine and her aunts among the crowd, which he took as a good sign that House Malphas would at least submit. Scaland’s viceroy, a red-scaled scalefolk by the name of Gavial and even taller than Dassein, was the other striking figure among the group. He kept to himself besides two reptilian bodyguards who towered over everyone else, his long serpentine head covered by a headdress of bones and feathers whose complexity contrasted with that of his plain loincloth.

Every Magnos save for one was present at his table too, but none of them—with the exception of Norbelle—appeared happy about the wedding. Lauriane and Dassein sat as far away from Euphemia’s side of the family as possible. Thalas scowled so hard Simon wondered if he was choking on the food, in spite of his fiancée Antonine’s attempts to lighten his mood, and even Maublanc remained quiet next to Anna. The latter kept sending worried glances Simon’s way, being clearly concerned for a while, while Euphemia pretended nothing was wrong as she took her morning coffee.

Still, they were well dressed for the occasion, though they all paled in comparison to Euphemia. Clad in white and golden robes of the finest Fablan silk, Musan cashmere, Bujan pearls, and golden jewelry, she might as well have become the Light incarnate. A glorious opal and crystal crown shaped like the sun glowed on her head. Her outfit intentionally contrasted with Simon’s own Overlord armor, like the day marrying the night.

We are the very picture of happy unity, Simon thought as servants cleared away the food. The dukes and viceroys then paid their homage to their new suzerain one after another, offering gifts ranging from decorated saddles he didn’t need, to gemstone-encrusted weapons inferior to Simon’s soulforged ones, to banners bearing House Magnos’ emblem. These offerings would have pleased his father, and Euphemia accepted them in his stead, but Simon struggled to hide his disinterest.

His mood improved when Isabelle Barbatos and her father offered him a treatise on elemental magic called Power of the Planes. The following gifts of an enchanted blowing horn carved from leviathan bones from Melusine, a colossal, carved serpent’s skull the size of his chest from Gavial, and a superb, empty scroll from Viceroy Koryu were more to his liking.

“Why is there nothing inside?” Simon asked the Monk, slightly amused.

“Because a ruler’s greatest gift is the opportunity to pass on his wisdom and achievements to others,” Koryu replied with a wise smile that betrayed some mischief.

Simon could tell it was something of a whimsical joke on his part, and maybe something of a test of his personality. The previous Overlords might have been too prickly to accept such a gift–while knowing Fablan’s viceroy was too important to execute on the spot–so he tried to assess what the new one was made of.

In Simon’s case, it worked like a charm.

“You are most right,” Simon replied as he rolled up the scroll. “I have many thoughts to put to paper.”

What were the odds that his court would start a trend of sending him books and other documents from now on? Either way, he thanked the viceroy for his gift and then welcomed House Malphas as they stepped towards their table with a gift of their own: an expensively crafted silver chalice decorated with onyxes and carvings of the four Overlords.

“Your Majesty,” Justine Eligos said on behalf of the group, which included Duke Flauros, his wife Anselma, his son Robert, and Elaine herself. All of them did their best to hide their fear and unease behind smiles or blank faces. “I’m afraid my husband was too sick to make the trip, but I assure you, our loyalty to you and the noble House Magnos has never been stronger.”

The lie was uttered with such confidence that Simon could almost forget the attempted regicide. His family didn’t, however, with most either glaring at them silently or hiding their contempt with sips from their goblets. They kept their tongues in check, even Norbelle, having been briefed on how to conduct themselves.

“It is clear to us that Patriate Malphas acted alone in his treachery, and our hearts weep that his actions stained your house,” Euphemia said with an empress’ grace. “Though his assets have been confiscated and he shall be tried for his crimes in time, I am sure his daughter Elaine will find a welcome home in Eligos territory.”

“However…” Simon’s tone turned cold. “While your House has been granted a second chance, there will not be a third. Remember that.”

While her sibling and stepfamily flinched or remained quiet, Justine answered with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. “We will,” she promised. “If we can be useful to Your Majesty in any way–”

“You will be,” Simon interrupted her. “My scholars will be in touch with you soon.”

It was theater, all of it. A show of forgiveness to tell War Party supporters and anxious nobles that the new leadership was willing to avoid a bloody purge, and a warning that treachery against the Fourth Overlord wouldn’t be tolerated.

Though he hoped this would keep the peace and open the path to a fragile truce with Illusea, Simon was more than willing to use force should those overtures fail; a sentiment Euphemia shared with him once time came to leave the castle for Marthrone’s cathedral.

“You should have slain them all as an example alongside Patriate,” she argued once they boarded the manticore-pulled royal coach. Simon had considered using his dracozombie mount, but Euphemia insisted they borrow symbols of the old administration to show the continuity of power in the family. “Your own father opened up his rule with a similar purge in the first month of his reign.”

“I do not trust them, but we need a way to contact Illusea and convince them our administration will be different,” he replied. The former Merchant’s execution was planned for tomorrow, though Simon would keep his soul as blackmail material to pressure his family into compliance. “I will not hesitate to destroy them if they prove false.”

“Peace with Illusea…” Euphemia looked through the carriage’s window as they drove ahead of the imperial procession. “They supported us during the Reformation, right up until Balzam struck the final blow against Gargauth and took the Overlord Class for himself.”

“I assume that wasn’t the outcome the Oracle had in mind.”

“No. I was supposed to land the final blow in the hopes that being a Visionary and Judge would disrupt the Overlord Class’ inheritance.” Euphemia shook her head. “But your father beheaded Gargauth when the moment of truth came. I thought he had simply acted in the heat of the moment, as one does not always follow the plan in a battle to the death…”

“He was planning that from the start,” Simon guessed. The Commander had outwitted everyone. “I don’t think it would have worked if you had landed the final blow, anyway. A divine sword couldn’t end the Overlord Class.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Euphemia replied. “Either way, I pray the elves will listen to our generous terms. If we can convince them the Overlord has transitioned from an existential threat to them to another inheritable head-of-state’s regalia, then we can look forward to coexistence.”

“An inheritable regalia?” Simon frowned. “Is that why you are so focused on inheritance?”

Euphemia nodded. “Mardok and Gargauth had no plans for their succession and assumed they would live forever, but your father was wise enough to see his luck would run out one day. He always wanted one of his children to inherit.”

“Well, it worked.”

Euphemia scowled. “We thought it would have been enough for Norbelle or Louis to kill him when he had grown old,” she admitted. “I do not understand why the Overlord Class passed over Louis and chose you, but it stayed inside House Magnos all the same. I assume its spirit agrees with our goals.”

She was half-right. If Simon’s suspicions were correct and the dead Overlords had a say in whoever inherited it, then he and his father might find common ground in keeping it in the family… assuming the Class didn’t pick its wielder through another mechanism. If so, then her hopes would die with Simon on his final reign.

A question still burned on his lips.

“Would it make you happy?” Simon asked.

Euphemia frowned at him. “What?”

“Ruling this empire, crowning your children, entrusting them with the glory and burden of the Overlord Class…” Simon gazed into her eyes. “Would it make you happy?”

His question drew a scowl from the empress. “Of course it will,” she insisted with the same frustration Vouivre no doubt noticed when Simon defended his vision for the future, or rather, his lack of it. “I have worked for it for twenty years.”

“Yes, indeed,” Simon said, a sense of certainty growing inside his heart. “It would be terrible to spend so much of one’s life on something that wasn’t worth it.”

Euphemia’s gaze turned icy as they reached the cathedral. “Just shut up and kiss me when you must.”

The finest imperial regiments had gathered to escort the imperial cortege, and they were acclaimed to the tune of war horns, trumpets, and firework spells. Knight raised the imperial banners of House Magnos and the Church of the Light’s heraldry as Simon and Euphemia climbed off the carriage. He gallantly offered his soon-to-be-wife his armored arm, which she took.

No cloud on the horizon so far, Simon thought. He knew well that his enemies would likely try something now that nearly all of House Magnos was gathered in one place, so he had greatly increased security in the capital in anticipation of an attack or assassination attempt. He had especially increased the number of guards watching Louis, including summoning demons bound to him by Devil Brands. He had also entrusted the safety of the Mana Sword to Belzemine, whom he knew no elven strike team would dare harm. How long will this last?

They walked into the immense nave of Marthrone’s cathedral, where great ivory pillars supported a dome carved like the sun shining at the center of the cosmos. Murals representing Pharis, Euphemia, and the Light’s other saints adorned the walls. Mastemo himself awaited them at the altar with other masked Confessors who had gathered here to celebrate the union.

Foreign dignitaries were present in the aisles, standing up when Simon and Euphemia walked in. Simon recognized a few merchant-prince delegates from the Valnean League that he met during his time in Rosanne, but Voltobauta was tellingly absent. Muse’s group included humans and goblinoids he did not recognize, and a smiling individual whose dark aura told Simon he was almost certainly either Bert or Verney in disguise. He had clashed with them too often not to recognize their rot.

I’ll have him secretly murdered before the day is done, just to be sure, Simon thought. Euphemia had cast a Judge’s Law preventing violence inside the cathedral, so they shouldn’t have much to fear, but he would take no chances.

His gaze wandered to the Lorean delegation. It included Satine, who studied him warily. None of her party had accompanied her, likely because the Holy Kingdom wasn’t foolish enough to send the Paladin’s party to an Overlord’s wedding.

And then Simon spotted Remedia.

She had indeed come alongside high-ranked nobles from Cocagne, clad in her finest gown and jewelry, as beautiful and regal as the day he lost her. A flood of memories overcame him, least of all the sight of her severed head bleeding in Verney’s hand…

Simon felt Euphemia’s grip on his arm tighten so hard he felt it through his armor. His face snapped back at the altar and he forced himself to ignore the Mage in the room.

“We are gathered here today to celebrate the union between Overlord Simon and our beloved Empress,” Mastemo informed the crowd, his staff hitting the ground. “The union between Light and Dark!”

Simon pretended to listen to the High Confessor’s sermon, but his mind was already elsewhere. “Make me happy, my Overlord.” Remedia’s words wouldn’t leave his head. He thought his feelings would have mellowed out over the past few reigns, but seeing her in the flesh again had suddenly reminded him of all of his feelings and guilt.

Would this reign make her happy? Would marrying Euphemia, ensuring Cocagne stayed out of a devastating war, and maybe breaking the curse on a husband unworthy of her give her happiness? The mere thought somehow annoyed Simon to his core.

Mastemo concluded the benediction by daring any to oppose the union. Simon expected Thalas to speak up, or a Paladin to barge into the church, but his half-brother bit his tongue to stay quiet and no hero came to defy him.

“Then let us proceed with the sacred contract,” Mastemo announced as he unfolded a golden scroll in front of them. Euphemia and Simon signed it both with a golden quill right after the High Confessor read the provisions out loud. No sooner did he add his signature than a notification filled his screen.


You have forged a Marriage Contract with Euphemia Agares-Magnos. This agreement cannot be broken or modified without mutual consent.

Restrictions:


	
You may not have sexual intercourse with any other than Euphemia Agares-Magnos.



	
Euphemia Agares-Magnos may not have sexual intercourse with any individual other than you.





Benefits:


	
Half the damage one suffers will be transferred to the other party; the death of one party will slay the other. 



	
The newlyweds may summon each other without restrictions, and are constantly aware of the other’s location. 







They had gone with a more restrictive interpretation to publicly silence critics and hearsay during the ceremony, while leaving a ‘mutual consent’ modification clause for the future.

“Let it be known that Euphemia of House Magnos, Empress of Endymion and Saintess of the Reformation, and His Majesty Simon of House Magnos, Fourth Overlord and Emperor of Endymion, Lord of the Demon Castle and the Crimson Throne, High King of all that he sees, chosen of the Church of the Light, are now joined as one in the holiest of embraces! Cursed be those who would tear them asunder!” He stomped the ground with his staff again, then addressed the newlyweds. “You may now seal your love with a kiss!”

Chants echoed in the background, led by the Bard and chorus boys of the Church. Simon removed the face-concealing part of his helmet with a thought, then faced Euphemia. There was no hesitation in her gaze as he seized her in his arms, nor any lust nor enjoyment; only duty and resignation.

As for Simon, he simply imagined Remedia in her place as he leaned forward to kiss her. This immediately made it so much easier as his lips became voracious rather than reluctant, taking Euphemia aback. The crowd applauded them with various degrees of enthusiasm as he let the empress go, with the Church Party supporters’ fervor contrasting with the slow, forced clap from the likes of Lauriane and Thalas.

At which point, Simon crowned himself.

The applause turned into gasps of shock and dread as his Crown of Pain materialized over his helmet, a circle of screaming hellfire and ghoulish burning skulls.

“Listen to me, people of Endymion and beyond!” Simon declared as he summoned back his face-concealing helmet, his eyes burning with hellfire. “This is the beginning of a new era for our empire and the lands beyond! An era of peace and security for all of Brimir!”

It was his first speech to delegates who would carry his word back to their nations, so he had to make a good first impression.

“My father believed he could rule the world with fear, in an endless conquest purchased with blood! My new wife and I, meanwhile, believe in an empire that protects its citizens and ensures their welfare! A strong state to unite our people!” He powered through his unease and waved a hand at Queen Remedia and the Cocagne delegation. “Once our empire’s borders finally come to encompass the last of the Tellurians holdouts and my sister, Princess Norbelle, has finally wed Prince Verdis of Cocagne, then the eastern continent shall finally be united! The fratricidal wars of the past will come to an end, and we will move forward towards stabilization!"

“No airship will cross the Dragonsea to bring war to Lore, Valne, Muse, or Illusea,” Euphemia added. “Instead, they will carry goods for merchants and gifts for our neighbors. We will begin working together towards worldwide peace and prosperity.”

“But do not mistake an open hand for weakness!” Simon warned the assembly, his fist clenching. “Those who would infringe on our hemisphere or interfere in our affairs will find only hellfire and steel! A futile demise is all that awaits those who dare challenge Endymion’s might!”

His nobles and officials answered with thunderous claps, each trying to outdo the others in zeal in order to curry favor with their new sovereigns. The foreign dignitaries exchanged uneasy glances, but went along anyway; perhaps out of cautious enthusiasm, or more probably out of fear.

Simon expected something to happen. A fireball erupting in the hall, a blast of light coming down from the heavens, an assassin surging from the crowd to strike him. He waited for the applause to die down and the dagger to strike.

None did.



The rest of the ceremony went well.

The ‘happy couple’ received gifts from the foreign dignitaries ranging from a Musan chess-playing golem to Cocagnian brooches laced with protective enchantment. The Valneans offered products from their cities, while the Kingdom of Lore returned an ancient spear taken from Gargauth’s treasury during the chaos that followed the Reformation. All of them would be thoroughly inspected before Simon would even touch them.

He was thankful that his helmet hid his face when Queen Remedia and the Cocagne delegation invited them to a private ball at their embassy. “It will be a quiet affair compared to Frightwall’s splendor,” Remedia said courteously, “but it would delight us if you could attend.”

“We shall consider it,” Euphemia immediately replied with a tone devoid of emotion. The way she held Simon’s arm while saying those words made him wonder if she was considering bashing the Mage’s head in with her warhammer.

Afterwards, Simon and Euphemia walked out of the cathedral to the mob’s acclaim, which only increased in clamor when they announced a three-day festival at the crown’s expense. They would have all the food, drink, and games they could ever want.

With the ceremony concluding, the imperial family returned to Frightwall. Simon and Euphemia traveled back to their bedchambers, then closed the doors behind them. A normal couple would have consummated their union once in private, but this was obviously out of the question.

“It went better than I expected,” Simon admitted as he dropped his Overlord armor. “Much be–”

His wife slapped him in the face.

Simon should have been invulnerable to such things, but Euphemia’s hand still bypassed his Perks and hit hard enough to send him reeling. She was a lot stronger than her frame suggested.

“You’re cut from the same lecherous cloth as your father, only thinking with that sword between your legs!” Euphemia snarled in her fury. Her cheeks had grown a tiny bit redder since their contract shared their pain. “I kept my mouth shut about the kish and Anna, but then you go and leer at that Cocagnian whore?!”

His memories of Cocagne came flooding back, filling him with rage. “Hold your tongue,” Simon replied, his fists clenching. “She is a better woman than you will ever be.”

“So you do lust for her,” Euphemia replied angrily. “You were imagining her in my place, weren’t you?!”

“So what?” Simon grit his teeth. “You don’t know what I had to give up to be here, so that we could avoid the disastrous war you and Louis nearly started!”

“Poor you, being forced to be faithful when I sacrificed twenty years of my life!” Euphemia taunted him back with disgust. “Yet here you go and humiliate me in front of the entire empire, like your father did!”

“I am not my father!” Simon’s patience was wearing thin. “Don’t tell me you were looking forward to kissing me!”

“How dare you look at her like a lecher on our wedding day?!” Now she was fuming. “You and Balzam should have taken a pig as an emblem!”

“If you hate our emblem so much, why fight so hard to bear it?!” Simon sneered at her. “Perhaps because it’s easier to admit you wasted half your life on somebody else’s legacy?!”

She slapped him again on the other cheek, and that did it.

Simon grabbed her by the throat in a flash of rage and then pinned her against the nearest wall before she could react. Or perhaps it was his speed and ferociousness that took him back.

He was done with her blatant disrespect!

“I’m no longer a child who won’t fight back, Euphemia… and if you want to play this game, then I won’t hold back either.” Simon leaned forward and locked eyes with her. “You are a raging hypocrite fighting for a dead man’s legacy. A man you hated.”

Her eyes glared at him with all of her venom. “You dare strike me?!”

“Yes, I do, because you are a weakling!” How could he not have seen it before? “I’ve seen your heart’s desire in Carbuncle’s mirror, Your Grace. You don’t need three eyes to guess you would be happier away from this place and my Crimson Throne.”

“You know nothi–”

“But it’s easier to cling to it, isn’t it?” Simon guessed. “Balzam sweet-talked you for over twenty years into telling you it will all be worth it, that your lost homeland can be avenged and reincarnated into the Endymion empire, that it will all be worth it… and you’d rather keep going rather than admit that it wasn’t!”

She pushed him back with a thrust of her palms that carried more strength than many men her size, then charged at him. She tossed him onto the bed and pinned him below her into a pose an onlooker might have mistaken for something else.

“You are a halfbreed,” Euphemia hissed. “A bastard through and through.”

“Says the chieftain’s daughter so desperate for affection she lusts for a man who tried to put his daughter in my bed.” She slapped him again. “That’s right, Maublanc doesn’t love you as much as the idea of his daughter replacing you!” Another slap. “Is that how you managed to conceive Norbelle? Because you imagined sleeping with Uncle Maublanc while my father dreamed of Remedia?!”

This time, she outright punched him. Simon retaliated by slapping her, the bruise appearing on his cheek, and then they began struggling on the bed. He tossed off her crown, and she ripped out some of his hair, yet somehow both retained enough self-control not to put on their Class outfits. Simon managed to come out on top, his hands reaching for her throat in a sudden urge to strangle her, when he suddenly stopped.

Euphemia Magnos, empress of Endymion, was struggling not to cry from all three of her eyes.

The sight of the cold-hearted Judge on the verge of tears spooked Simon out of his rage. The woman beneath him wasn’t the all-powerful co-ruler of Endymion, capable of smiting Gargauth’s heirs into the dirt and intimidating Louis himself, but a woman now facing the truth: that her twenty years of futile frustration and failure to break out of her husband’s shadow had landed her right back at the beginning.

What am I doing? Simon pulled his hands back out of shame. A husband shouldn’t hit his wife, even one that he disliked. This isn’t right. 

Euphemia bit her lips, but didn’t answer him. She wiped away her tears as if it could wash her own shame away, suppressing a sob.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” Simon apologized. His sympathy flew away the moment she glared back at him in disgust. “You slapped me first. What else did you expect?”

“Respect,” Euphemia replied icily. “Faithfulness.”

“What, you want me to consummate our marriage? To be as devoted to you as Balzam should have been?” He received no answer, and he could see on her face that the mere prospect disgusted her. “Or do you want a divorce? Would you rather wed Maublanc? Is that what you want?”

She looked away at him in silence, because she had no answer herself.

“Then make up your damn mind,” Simon said. “The comet is only one year away, and with it, a worldwide disaster. We need to keep a united front if we are to survive, so either we deal with your grievances now or you keep them out of t–”

He heard a knock on the door, followed by Lauriane calling out his name. As if this couldn’t get any worse.

“What?!” Simon snapped. “We’re very busy right now!”

“He’s gone!” his sister answered through the door.

Simon’s blood ran cold. “Whom?”

“Louis!” Lauriane answered. “Louis is gone!”
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  How?!

How did Louis escape? 

The question remained at the forefront of Simon’s mind as he oversaw his mages, scholars, and investigators checking every inch of the crown-prince’s quarters. Euphemia, Lauriane, and Shabram were among them, with the former sharing her husband’s frustration.

“Why?” Though Euphemia’s bruises from their argument had quickly healed, her face was now red with anger. “Why did no one sound the alarm?”

“It appears the guards were near-instantly incapacitated during the coronation ceremony,” Shabram replied with a contrite expression. “Their condition was only discovered by the new shift thirty minutes afterwards.”

All the guards and demons he had tasked with overseeing the crown-prince and his quarters had been found either asleep or in the same temporal stasis Euphemia used against him in a previous reign, no doubt because their deaths would have alerted Simon through their Devil Brands. This implied a well-prepared operation with earlier reconnaissance. 

I still should have sensed an intrusion, Simon thought. His Lord of the Demon Castle Perk immediately warned him whenever someone entered Frightwall. Learning that there was a crack in his omniscience bothered him. 

Although the question of how it happened remained a mystery, Simon had a good idea of who he should ‘thank’ for it. The guards he had sent after the suspicious individual he had spotted at the cathedral—who had infiltrated the ceremony under the guise of an assistant to Muse’s ambassador—failed to find the individual. As far as everyone could tell, he had simply disappeared after the wedding. 

It had to be Bert or Verney attending my coronation. Simon had ordered a crackdown on the Cobweb as soon as he took office, which included the seizure of all known Attic doors and bounties being issued on the Weavers save Voltobauta. He should have expected them to retaliate somehow. Were they ensuring I was occupied while they helped Louis escape?

He knew he should have had Louis killed on the spot, damn the consequences. His promise not to betray him or interfere with his rule always rang hollow. 

“Lady Barbatos and all of the crown-prince’s former collaborators are being interrogated, but they each have a valid alibi,” Shabram informed them. “I suspect a third party.”

“The Rogue,” Simon said. Silk had easily slipped past all of his security precautions time and time again. “The Rogue did it.”

“Rogue Classes could have bypassed the wards and magical alarms,” Lauriane agreed, stroking her chin. “But how did they slip Louis out?”

“Louis shouldn’t have been able to violate House Arrest without triggering the penalty,” Euphemia replied. “He should have been struck with a debilitating debuff and heavy damage had he left his quarters. I would have received a notification too, even if they had used a spell to somehow remove the effect.”

“Unless…” A worrying possibility wormed its way into Simon’s mind. “Unless he didn’t technically leave the premises.”

Euphemia frowned at him, before quickly catching on. “You speak of this Attic teleportation network?”

“Yes.” Simon glanced around Louis’ quarters, which included doors leading to the outside corridor, the private study, the privy, and so on. “Your House Arrest covered every room inside this space. Assuming any of those entrances was already compromised when you applied it, and that Louis stepped through one, then would it count as him violating our agreement’s terms?”

Euphemia’s scowl was an answer in itself. “No,” she admitted. “If the Attic was already connected to these quarters and overlapped with them, then my House Arrest might have treated the entire demiplane as an extension of his allocated space.”

Which meant that Louis likely simply stepped into the Attic and was still inside, which explained why their divinations failed to locate him. No doubt the Cobweb was working on finding a way to remove the lingering penalty, or they would have him step out of the pocket dimension in an area far away from here. 

My Lord of the Demon Castle only warns me if an intruder physically enters Frightwall, Simon thought. So someone standing on an Attic door’s threshold wouldn’t trigger it and they could still cast spells into the room. Chrom Cruak or Verney could have done it, and Silk could slip in without triggering an alarm. 

He suspected the Cobweb had kept an eye on Louis for some time. Verney and he had clashed in Magvolia, they had identified him as a possible host for the Lion Zodiac Fiend, and they had even allied in a previous reign. He also always found it odd that Louis tracked him down so soon after he prevented Silk from binding Asterion during his stint as a cult leader.

How long had the Cobweb kept a backdoor into his quarters? Did Louis know? Were they in contact before Balzam’s assassination, or had they begun plotting his escape from day one? 

Simon struggled to contain his frustration. He should have expected Louis and the Cobweb to be in contact before the reigns even began and acted accordingly, or smote the agent in the Musan delegation on the spot, regardless of the consequences. His attempts to play it cautious only caused his enemies to exploit his restraint. 

And more importantly, did the Cobweb have other backdoors hidden away inside the castle? Simon found it unlikely they would only have one, which meant he couldn’t rule out the possibility of being assassinated at any given time. 

The same thought had clearly crossed Euphemia’s mind. “We must condemn these quarters and destroy all the doors,” she immediately decided. “The Cobweb might be able to reactivate the portals at any given time.”

“I have a better idea,” Lauriane suggested. “Let me study the doors. Our researchers might find a way to find other hidden ones, or forcefully reactivate them.”

Simon’s jaw clenched. “You think we could forcefully invade the Attic?”

“Possibly,” Lauriane replied. “Dimensional gateways almost always leave spatial scars that take a long time to fade. Our mages might be capable of opening them up again.”

“Then I will see that you have unlimited resources to pursue this project,” Simon decided as he immediately issued orders. “Shabram, increase the bounty on all the Weavers and everyone associated with the Cobweb, except for the Necromancer, then share all the intel we’ve gathered on them with Lore, Muse, and Valne. I want every ruffian across the world to know the empire will hunt down anyone associated with our enemies.”

“We should issue one on Louis too,” Euphemia suggested. “He fled into the night like a common criminal and should be treated as such.”

“He could have been abducted,” Lauriane weakly suggested, though Simon could tell from her tone she didn’t believe it herself.

“We would have seen traces of a fight,” Simon replied. Why was she loyal to their elder brother in spite of his crimes? While his sister’s love for her family was both her most honorable quality, it could verge into the absurd sometimes. “Louis spat on our mercy, Lauriane, and he will pay the price. I want him back by any means necessary, dead or alive.” 

He had granted Louis the benefit of the doubt, and he would never make that mistake again. 



Perhaps the only good thing about Louis’ escape was that it gave Simon a convenient excuse to tighten his grip on the imperial administration. 

Anyone who could have colluded on his escape, like Isabelle Barbatos or former Cobweb affiliates like Odette Kano, was required to take a set of Devil Brands to prove their loyalty to the regime. He only offered the standard package of Sloth, Lust, and Gluttony so he could drain them to death and check on them on a moment’s notice, but kept the Brand of Pride in reserve. Besides the risk involved, Simon had learned the limits of slave tattoo-powered loyalty, and he would rather win over his new subjects by getting them addicted to the benefits and powers he could provide them. 

Perhaps he would brand the entire imperial administration one day, once he figured out a way to prevent his enemies from exploiting them as Casval-Nodens and Maublanc did. It would certainly make things easier to manage if he could directly contact all officials and if everyone just did as he commanded.

As for those that refused…

“On so many rancid souls, the good Gourmand was well-fed!” Gourmand mused once introduced into the High Council’s room for a debriefing. He had only eaten a handful of stubborn Louis supporters, but that had been enough to cow the others into accepting his Devil Brands. “So many treacherous thoughts fill his belly. How they resented Your Majesty’s rule and waited for the day your brother would take back the Crimson Throne!”

“Yet not a single one colluded with the crown-prince,” Euphemia complained. 

“Imperial intelligence thoroughly checks the background of anyone stepping inside Frightwall, Your Grace,” Shabram said. “While mistakes do happen, as with Lord Malphas, I doubt the Cobweb or Illusea managed to plant too many agents inside our midst.”

Mastemo seemed the angriest about this situation, but not necessarily because of Louis’ escape. “Must we truly use this beast, Your Majesty?” he asked, his steepled fingers radiating disgust at the mere sight of Gourmand. “This creature denies its victims the Light’s blessing and reincarnation. Few crimes deserve such a punishment.”

“It is a necessary evil,” Simon replied, though the High Confessor’s words bothered him. “Gourmand… what happens to souls you have fully digested?"

“They become part of the good Gourmand, Your Majesty,” the jester giddily replied. “Their memories become my memories, the parts added into the whole.”

“A pleasant way to say he consumes them utterly and beyond recovery,” Mastemo argued. 

Lauriane scoffed. “Even beyond your Light’s power, High Confessor?”

“There is no darkness that the Light cannot pierce,” Mastemo replied diplomatically, though Simon noticed his back had stiffened. “However, we should not make its work so… difficult.”

In short, he had no idea how to restore a devoured soul beyond wishful thinking. Simon’s glare settled on the jester as he gathered his breath. 

“Did my father feed you a certain Destra’s soul thirteen years prior?” he asked his jester, trying to suppress his anger.

A few of his councilors looked at him strangely, and Gourmand’s ghoulish smirk quickly faded away when he sensed the hostility in his master’s voice.

“Yes, Gourmand may have eaten a pure soul by that name…” Gourmand instantly prostrated in front of the High Council’s table when Simon’s glare glowed with hellfire. “The good Gourmand had no choice but to obey his liege, as he must obey you now! Had he known Your Majesty would become the new Overlord, the good Gourmand would have rather starved!”

“Yes, I understand…” Simon’s teeth clenched so hard they hurt. “Out of my sight.”

The clown wisely took his leave without a word, leaping towards the doorway…

“Gourmand.” The jester froze as Simon issued one last warning. “Never stop being useful to me. Do you understand?”

“Yes, of course,” the jester replied, hunching over as if he could shrink himself. “The good Gourmand is too droll to die.”

Simon contained his anger as he watched the demon flee. As much as he wanted to grind him to dust for helping Balzam rob his mother of her life and afterlife, Gourmand’s ability to interrogate dead souls and survive in the void between time was simply too important to waste. 

Moreover, if Mastemo was right and there was a way to recover a lost soul, however miraculous, then Simon had to find it. The fact spirits Gourmand devoured returned when a new reign began at least suggested it worked in linear time in spite of the Abyss’ causality-defying nature. 

“Simon,” Lauriane said, clearing her throat. “That woman–”

“I will tell you in private,” Simon said dryly, which dissuaded his other councilors from pushing the issue. He had no interest in discussing his mother in public. “We must assume the Cobweb still has one or two Attic doors, either in Frightwall or Marthrone. Finding them and Louis will be Imperial Intelligence’s key focus for the near future.”

“What of the Warrior Crestone?” Mastemo asked. “Is it still in our possession?”

“It is,” Simon confirmed. The Crestone was still safely trapped in his Inventory. “I have high hopes of using it to track my brother down in due time.”

“We cannot allow it to fall back into Louis’ possession,” Maublanc warned him. “It might be best for Your Majesty to keep the Crestone for now rather than assign it to someone new.”

“The traitor will be dealt with in time,” Euphemia said as she moved on to the next object on the agenda. “Have you and our new Marshal finished mapping out the Tellurian campaign?”

“Yes, we have,” Maublanc replied. “Based on the intelligence Your Majesty provided, the size of the airship fleet we’ve recovered, and the troops allocated to this theater of the front, I estimate we can bring most of the region to heel within four months, and fully secure it in three more.” 

“I shall lead it personally as soon as the foreign delegations return home,” Euphemia decided. While it had been agreed upon from the start, Simon wondered if she looked towards being away from him and the capital for some time. “I will deal with Vouivre myself.” 

Simon nodded in agreement, knowing the Judge would make short work of the wyrm. Vouivre had ties with the Cobweb, so eliminating or capturing her would be a blow to their operations.

I’ll have to keep a closer eye on Anna too, Simon thought. The Cobweb abducted her in a previous reign when they became aware of her existence and special significance, so he couldn’t exclude the possibility that they noticed her during the coronation ceremony too. I cannot take any chances. 

He was already working on crafting a necklace capable of casting Overlord Call should she be in danger, but he would rather increase her security detail further. Perhaps he could convince her to join his party as well? While not exactly high level, her strange powers might prove handy against the Zodiac Fiends with proper training…

The conversation moved on to the campaign’s military objectives and then towards the resources provided. The army was already stretched thin by its new conquests, but redirecting the forces assigned to the airship fleet and the Berwick Island’s troops to the Tellurian front should take care of the issue. Odette Kano had already budgeted the funds for this campaign, alongside other projects like the Darkblood Registry. Simon had set Duchar and Justine Eligos on this task in the hopes they could further their own research and hopefully glean useful information on how to strengthen his own Dark Visionary powers. 

“–funds have been successfully allocated to other projects such as the Darkwood crystal extraction and anti-Attic measures,” Odette summarized as she read her reports. “However, I have encountered unforeseen issues with Operation Deepground.”

“What kind of issues?” Euphemia asked. 

“After thoroughly comparing the previous administration’s records and matching them with Princess Lauriane’s own, alongside the intelligence shared by this assembly’s generals, I have noticed vast irregularities in the allocated budget and what was actually spent,” Odette explained. “After tracking down all the currently constructed vaults, I suspect ten remain unaccounted for. I couldn’t find any trace of them.”

“My father did keep at least one vault secret,” Simon said. The Tellurian Archive was proof of it. It wouldn’t surprise him if Balzam didn’t share the location of a few others with anyone else. “Could you track them down?”

“I have begun reconstituting the paper trail, but this may prove a long and tiresome process without a full department’s worth of investigators,” Odette replied. “I have also discovered vast sums were allocated to a certain ‘Biographer’ project whose nature I couldn’t identify. My predecessor indicated that he had no idea what purpose it served either.”

“Biographer?” Lauriane frowned. “That project was discontinued years ago.”

“Yet your departed father continued to funnel funds towards it prior to his assassination,” Odette replied upon handing Lauriane the documents. “Considering the money involved, I assumed it was some kind of advanced military weapon?”

“No, not at all… it was a Librarian Vassal Class project.” Lauriane blinked as she read. “Half a million gold a year? That is enormous!”

This caught Simon’s full interest. “What kind of Vassal?”

“Our father believed the Librarian Class could extract information directly from a book,” Lauriane explained. “Biographer was the codename of the Vassal Class capable of emulating that ability.”

Simon’s spine stiffened. “Any kind of book?”

“Yes.” Lauriane raised an eyebrow. “Why the question?”

Because it could explain where our father’s Abyssal Chronicle went, Simon thought, his pulse quickening. Finally, a lead. 

“What happened to the project?” Simon pushed.

“It was discontinued after we produced a functional prototype’s blueprints, which our father confiscated,” Lauriane replied, as she handed Odette back the documents. “But from what I’m reading here, he actually expanded its reach and accounts.”

“Are the scholars working on this project still reachable?” 

“Maybe…,” Lauriane replied hesitantly. “I recall that Father dispatched them on various other ventures.”

“I can assign investigators to track them down, but our resources are stretched thin between the Tellurian campaign, the hunt for Prince Louis, and our other counterintelligence operations,” Shabram warned him, “We may have to prioritize.”

“I understand,” Simon replied. They had too many problems to solve all at once. Even if he couldn’t track down the Abyssal Chronicle in this reign, all the research made during this one would shorten his search on the next. “We’ll focus on short-term problems first, but any progress on the matter is good.”

Indeed, checking the accounts showed a budget that could fuel multiple imperial legions; far too high to replicate a single Crestone, no matter how complex. 

Had Balzam Magnos been trying to share his Abyssal Chronicle’s information with outsiders?

  

    
        Chapter 183: Lux Vult (13)

    
    
    
    
  The journey to the Cocagne embassy was tenser than a battle to the death.

Simon and Euphemia faced each other in the royal coach, with the empress dressed in splendid finery, and him clad in his Overlord armor; an imperious couple doing their best to stay as far away from each other. They hadn’t shared a small space like this one since their bedroom argument before Louis’ escape, and neither of them wanted to be here. They would only attend Remedia’s ball to keep up appearances and set the political agenda, nothing more.

“Why does Remedia want to meet you?” Euphemia asked suspiciously.

“I assume she wants my help to lift a powerful infertility curse affecting her husband,” Simon replied. “Father cast it on Filip to humiliate him, though she doesn’t know that tidbit.”

It said a lot about Balzam Magnos that his wife didn’t even question his assertion, or how Simon learned about it. “I see… that explains why they have failed to conceive a daughter…” She scowled in disgust. “He hoped to impregnate that whore himself, didn’t he?”

“I warned you not to call Remedia that,” Simon warned her coldly. “She kept her husband’s secret and remained faithful for years, trying to find a cure.”

“You say that as if it were a heroic feat rather than the bare minimum,” Euphemia replied angrily. “True, maybe it is a struggle for a lustful bastard such as yourself.”

“Are we doing this again?!” Simon snapped. “I didn’t mean to offend you, and I am sorry for it, but you will find me less empathetic if you keep pushing me.”

“How very kind of you,” Euphemia replied with a sneer. “Then perhaps you should have thought twice about gifting Anna Paimon a necklace.”

“It’s a teleportation necklace, so she can call me if she’s in danger!” Simon protested. “Can’t a man give a gift to an old friend without any ulterior motive?”

“Not when you’re the Overlord!” Euphemia replied angrily. “All of your actions will be watched and interpreted by those who curry your favor! Now Maublanc will think you fancy his daughter, or some will whisper that she will teleport you over for a tryst!”

“Those are mere calumnies beneath our concern,” Simon countered, though he had used the same system to sleep with Remedia in Cocagne. “What else should I do? Drive everyone away and never show too much favor to anyone except you?!”

“Yes, because that's what a respectful husband does!” Euphemia grit her teeth. “Maublanc was so enamored with his first wife that he refused to remarry since. You don’t see him staring at the first woman or shifter leaving a bit of skin exposed!”

Perhaps I should have remained faithful to Eole’s ghost rather than marry you, then. Was this how people acted in a dysfunctional relationship? Feeling constantly on edge yet unable to escape? The contrast felt all the more jarring to Simon after spending a year in a stable, loving household. She’s not acting rationally. 

Euphemia was projecting her bitterness from her previous marriage into this one. She was right in that all of an Overlord’s moves and actions were always scrutinized, so anything that could be used against her would be, but she put a lot more importance on it than Simon did. Being confronted with the fact that the power she sacrificed so much for might not be worth the disrespect she endured to obtain it didn’t sit well with her.

Simon didn’t need a third eye to see this marriage would end up like Balzam’s own if nothing changed. It would just be ever-rising tensions and aggression festering into schemes and betrayal. It was no foundation for a political alliance, let alone a stable marriage.

He had to act now before this got out of hand.

“Alright,” Simon said.

Euphemia squinted at him. “Alright?”

“Alright, I will treat you like you’re the only woman in the world.” However hard it would be. “I will be a model and loving husband, faithful, supportive, even affectionate. And then…”

“And then?”

“Then you can tell me if that makes you any happier.”

Euphemia studied him with heavy skepticism, before providing a small nod and getting back to the original subject. “Can you remove it? Her husband’s curse?”

“I personally cannot, but the Mana Sword might,” Simon replied. “It can dispel some powerful curses when wielded by the right person.”

Euphemia considered things for a moment before saying, “Keep it to yourself.”

Simon frowned. “Why?”

“While it pains me to admit it, the current situation suits us better. Filip siring a princess would greatly strengthen Cocagne and devalue Norbelle’s marriage.” Euphemia nodded to herself. “Remedia won’t be foolish enough to tell you what affects her husband, since it will put her at a disadvantage, so you will need to be equally evasive. The mere possibility that you could lift the curse could force her into favorable concessions.”

Simon briefly wondered if learning Remedia was in an unhappy marriage herself would have made Euphemia more empathetic to her situation, but the empress never forgot her political interests. While it annoyed Simon to his core, he had to admit she was right. Dangling the possibility of a cure could help pressure Remedia into going along with their wishes.

“Make me happy, my Overlord.”

I’m not betraying her memory, Simon told himself to ease his guilt. She’s not the Remedia I loved. Besides, Filip can’t make her happy. 

The excuses sounded hollow even in his head, but he had grown better at accepting them.

“That woman you mentioned at the council, Destra…” Euphemia squinted at him. “She was your mother, wasn’t she?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. “My father murdered her, fed her soul to Gourmand, and hid her skull in Frightwall.”

Simon would have murdered Euphemia on the spot, consequences be damned, had she shown happiness at the news of what happened to her romantic rival, but even she couldn’t rejoice at such a heinous crime.

“My… condolences.” Euphemia looked at him with what could pass for reluctant compassion. “You should reveal what happened to her.”

“To what end?” Simon snorted. “To gain the people’s sympathy?”

“No, for justice’s sake.” Euphemia glanced through the coach’s window. “My husband’s crimes shouldn’t be covered up if we are to move on from his legacy.”

Simon would have to spend this entire reign digging up skeletons if he followed her advice when he had to prepare for the Zodiac Parade. As much as he agreed with her that his father’s crimes shouldn’t be covered up, he didn’t feel comfortable putting his mother’s fate into the spotlight; especially with her soul gone. He would rather bury her privately.

“What happened to Agares?” Simon asked, changing the subject.

Euphemia scowled. “Weren’t you listening to anything I said? It burned.”

“I misspoke,” Simon clarified his thoughts. “I asked what you made of it afterwards. Did you rebuild it?”

Euphemia looked away. “I left it as it is. Ruins and graves both.”

“We could rebuild it once we fully bring Telluria under our control,” Simon suggested. “We have the means to do so.”

“Why rebuild it when everyone who cared about it either died or fled?”

“Because you care,” Simon pointed out. “Why not rebuild your lost home once we have Telluria fully under our control? You could make peace with your past at last.”

Euphemia didn’t answer him, but he could tell from her expression that he had given her something to think about. Simon wasn’t the only one with unresolved trauma he didn’t know how to deal with.

Either way, the coach arrived at the Cocagne embassy. It stood out from the black and red buildings of the capital with its multiple colors, tiled courtyard, and an exotic garden full of cherry trees imported from Fablan to please Remedia’s tastes. Dancing lights and the sound of drums indicated the ball had begun early, which suited Simon and his wife just well. An Overlord and his empress always ought to be fashionably late.

Simon offered Euphemia his arm as they stepped out of their vehicle. Their armored guards pushed away the servants at the door and prevented anyone from approaching them as they walked into the embassy’s main hall. The place seemed packed from wall to wall with fashionable clothes, the smell of incense and bardic songs filling the air. Private pillowed nooks allowed scholars and intellectuals to discuss away from the crowd, while dancers and entertainers gathered curious audiences.

A swarm of courtiers immediately fell upon them, but Simon’s guards repelled them and granted the imperial couple space. Simon quickly looked around and spotted familiar faces: the viceroys Koryu, Melusine, and Gavial discussing in their own private corner; Norbelle, Dassein, Antonine, Thalas, and their guards; and of course, Remedia herself. She walked up to them in a feathered peacock-styled dress that rivaled Euphemia’s own in splendor.

“Greetings, Your Majesty, Your Grace,” she said, the lower half of her face hidden beneath a fan. “Your presence today honors me and the friendship between our nations.”

“Please, we will be beyond that once our children finally wed,” Euphemia replied. The empress was now the embodiment of courtesy, all of her scorn and grudges hidden from sight. “We will become one great house stretching from Cocagne to Telluria.”

“A pleasant prospect,” Remedia said, though her eyes remained cool and sharp. “Would you kindly lend me a moment of your time?”

“Make me happy, my Overlord.” Simon closed his eyes behind his helmet, anchored himself in the present, and forced himself to nod and go along with her.

The three of them sat in a private nook, with servants pouring them Cocagne’s finest wine. Simon suppressed a wave of nostalgia as he recalled sampling this vintage in Lafontaine with Remedia. Five minutes in, and he could tell coming here was a mistake.

“I have heard about the crown-prince’s escape,” Remedia said, cutting straight to the chase. “Your ambassador informed me he might come to Cocagne?”

“The organization that helped him escape is looking for certain miasma crystals of immense power, to merge with the demons within,” Simon replied. “My treacherous brother is unfortunately compatible with the one keeping your castle afloat.”

Remedia remained eerily silent for a moment, and it was only with her many years of political acumen that she hid her shock at the news. It must have come as a surprise that the Overlord knew such an important state secret, and made her wonder just how far their intelligence network had infiltrated Cocagne’s highest echelons.

“I see…” Remedia sipped her wine nonchalantly, trying to hide her unease. “I assure you that the crystal is safely sealed. Not even the Rogue could break in without an army.”

A pity they did it once, Simon thought grimly. He needed no reminder of that particular reign.

“Let us hope those are not idle words, since the Rogue is a member of this Cobweb organization,” Euphemia stated bluntly. “My daughter will bring more forces with her to ensure Louis’ capture and execution, should he dare to show himself at your doorstep. He will be no match for her or your Phoenix without his Noble Crestone.”

“She is indeed a most talented child. I will be sure to send you Prince Louis’ head, should we find it.” Remedia locked eyes with Simon. “I doubt he will dare to challenge you, considering how you destroyed a valley with a single curse.”

How very smooth, directing the conversation to that matter, Simon thought. He was thankful his helmet hid his smile of fondness from them both. “The Overlord Class allows one to unlock abilities some consider… unbelievable.”

“Considering what your predecessors did, that is quite the dangerous boast,” Remedia commented. “Still, there must be a cost to such magic, or else you would lead the campaign to Telluria yourself.”

“My empress needs no assistance to bring that region to heel,” Simon replied while Euphemia remained quiet. “However, you are right about the cost. As far as I can tell, such high-tier curses can only be dispelled by fulfilling their exit clause. Even I cannot lift my own unless I complete the set conditions, so I would rather avoid relying on them.”

“I see. They are no different from Her Grace’s Laws then.” This didn’t please Remedia in the slightest. “Do you think there is no other way to undo them?”

“We are currently researching method to lift such spells,” Euphemia said evasively. “But be assured we will not use such dangerous sorcery against allied nations.”

“Of course not,” Remedia replied, smiling thinly at the veiled threat. “Let us raise a toast to peace between our nations, then.”

The rest of the discussion moved on to economic integration and other diplomatic advances. Simon and Euphemia reassured her that they had no intention of deviating from Endymion’s original agreement with Cocagne, instead deciding to continue slowly integrating the latter into the former’s continental hegemony until it could peacefully become an autonomous tributary like Bujan or Fablan. Euphemia raised the possibility of connecting the two regions through trains crossing the Deadlands, though Remedia wisely decided to ‘think thoroughly’ about such a project.

A change in the music interrupted their discussions and heralded the start of the actual dancing, causing Remedia to raise her fan.

“Would Your Majesty open the ball with me?” she asked, giving him the same mysterious gaze she offered him when they first met in Cocagne.

“Thank you kindly, but I intended to take the floor with my wife,” Simon replied flatly, causing Euphemia to blink briefly. “I’m sure my brother Dassein would gladly serve as your partner. He’s a better dancer than he looks.”

“So I’ve heard,” Remedia replied. Simon didn’t hear any hint of disappointment in her voice, but he could tell she had expected him to take her up on her offer.

Simon instead offered his arm to Euphemia, who took it, and then moved onto the dancefloor with the other couples. The empress briefly froze when he solidly held her by the waist and pulled her closer to him, but went along anyway.

“She was testing us,” Euphemia complained, her jaw clenching when she saw Dassein dance with Remedia. “The gall of that woman…”

“Good thing I am a faithful and loving husband,” Simon replied, which caused Euphemia to roll her three eyes. “I was serious earlier.”

“Will you be when I’m on a campaign half a world away?”

“Yes,” Simon confirmed as they waltzed. “Besides, if you want my company, you can summon me anytime. It is your wifely right.”

Euphemia scoffed as the first dance came to an end, at which point Norbelle walked up to them. “The two of you were splendid,” she said with grace, hiding her true personality, “Mother, may I borrow my new stepfather for the next one? Dassein is dying to dance with you.”

Euphemia frowned slightly, then exchanged a glance with her husband. He nodded slowly at her, and she sent him a look full of sympathy as he committed the ultimate sacrifice and switched dance partners. Norbelle fearlessly grabbed Simon’s hand as if she owned it, then snuggled against his chest.

“I’m wounded, nay, vexed,” Norbelle told Simon. “I gave you all the chances to save me from a terrible fate, and you blew them all away.”

“Verdis will grow on you,” Simon replied.

“What, like a weed?” Norbelle shook her head. “Did you and mother at least have hate-sex yet?”

“No.” Though it would have been better than what ended up happening.

“Disappointing, but I’ll be patient.” Norbelle dared to put her arms around his neck. “Dear Lauriane told me you can empower us like the Adventurer without putting silly cattle brands on our buttcheeks?”

“I can, at the cost of being able to see your stats and your location at all times.” Simon frowned behind his helmet. “Do you want this gift?”

“A good girl has nothing to hide from her parents,” Norbelle replied, trying to make things weird as usual. “Besides the fact I dearly want a few more levels so I can corrupt my eidolons, and that we have archdemons to deal with in a year’s time from what I gathered, Mother and Thal-Thal won’t accept it from you unless she’s sure you won’t exploit it. Surely you didn’t intend to bother with weaklings.”

“I did not,” Simon conceded, though her forwardness took him aback. Even Lauriane hadn’t asked to join his party yet. “Do you want my and Euphemia’s marriage to work?”

“Of course I want you to get along with my mother. I foresee she’ll become very unhappy unless I give you both a little push.” Norbelle leaned over to whisper in his ear, though her tone now cut sharper than any sword. “And if you ever beat her, I will know, and I will kill you.”

Simon suppressed a scowl of disgust at himself. His first night with Euphemia had ended in mutual abuse, and it would never happen again. “I’m not our father.”

“Just setting boundaries, brother,” Norbelle replied after pulling back. Simon dared not imagine what some would think of them after that gesture. “Now, are you granting me your experience boost or not? You have a minute before I change my mind.”

Since she asked so nicely, Simon activated the Party System. He only needed close physical proximity to send an invitation, though much like most Devil Brands, the target had to accept joining out of their own free will… which she unfortunately did.

“A party invitation at a party?” Norbelle asked, looking at an invisible screen only she could see. “At least this one is more exclusive.”


Norbelle Magnos has agreed to join your party. 



A screen appeared, providing Simon with a wealth of information on his half-sister, from her true level to her elemental affinities.


Norbelle Magnos

Level 71 Summoner 

Darkblood Visionary

Humanoid/Demon

Elemental Affinities:

Very Strong: Soul, Light, Darkness, Mythic, Support.

Strong: Mind, Ailments, Fire, Water, Earth, Wind, Frost, Lightning. 

Neutral: Corrosion, Metal, Wood, Life.

Weak: Physical.

Very weak: None. 



As Simon suspected, binding the Phoenix had allowed her to break past level seventy, and no doubt she would progress further should she manage to summon Dark Eidolons of her own.

“Impressed yet?” Norbelle teased him.

“A bit,” Simon admitted. He had far more information to read, but the dance was coming to an end and he needed a moment. “I’m surprised. I didn’t expect you to share something so sensitive with me.”

“Silly Simon, do you think I’m afraid of you knowing what I can do?” Norbelle licked her lips. “I thrive on challenges.”

Simon was about to tease her about this when he sensed a telepathic attempt at contact. Shabram.

“Yes?” he asked mentally. Shabram wouldn’t contact him on her own unless it was something truly important.

“Your Majesty, I have received news from Telluria.” He could already sense the unease in her voice. “Beleth is under siege.”
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  Convenient.

That was the only thought crossing Simon’s mind when he received Shabram’s report. It was awfully convenient that Vouivre would choose to attack Beleth with an army of scalefolk and shifters right when the new Overlord had begun to secure their power, when the Rider was away, and right before they launched their own campaign against her. 

It could have been a stroke of bad luck on its own at first glance, since it was Simon’s first reign openly acting as the Overlord and with Dassein far away from Telluria. Vouivre could have plausibly sensed an opportunity to strike early… but there was one tiny detail that immediately aroused Simon’s suspicions.

Vouivre already had the Beast Crestone. 

“A five-headed dragon?!” Dassein choked in surprise upon hearing Shabram’s report. The High Council was in uproar. “Does such a creature even exist in this world?!”

“One leads the siege of Beleth, though it might be better to call it a sack at this point,” Lady Beatrice explained. “The beast set the city ablaze while a horde of beastmen and scalefolk slew all those who fled by foot.”

But they couldn’t pursue airships or block teleportation, Simon thought. The army that attacked Beleth in this timeline was much smaller than the one he led, owing to its lack of polymorphed dragonkin and demon shock troops. Shabram had learned of the attack from a mix of their agents on the ground and lucky Academy students teleporting back home since Vouivre failed to secure the site in time. Still, something is wrong.

It had taken Vouivre much longer than a month to obtain the Beast Crestone, even with Simon’s help and mind-controlling fake kish. She couldn’t have possibly enslaved all the tribes required to fulfill the Oracle’s prophecy in such a short amount of time without heavy support. 

Or maybe he was viewing it the wrong way. Maybe Vouivre had begun to enjoy greater support from various factions since the very day Simon declared himself Overlord, and he was only now seeing the results of those machinations. 

Either way, someone had offered Vouivre much needed help. Verney? The Cobweb had acted boldly against him by evacuating Louis and Simon had all but declared war against the organization. They could have simply offered Vouivre a lot more support than they did in previous reigns when faced with the existential threat of a new Overlord. 

Or could it be the Oracle, feigning friendship and diplomacy while stabbing him in the back? It wouldn’t surprise Simon, considering how devious she had proven to be at fostering the Endymian civil war. Propping up a local warlord threatening the new Overlord’s hegemony would fit her usual pattern.

Whoever was responsible for this fiasco would pay. 

“The creature is Vouivre Ashmodai, empowered by the Beast Crestone,” Simon declared, eyes turning his way. “She is a fearsome foe, but still a mere shadow of her father Gargauth.”

“We cannot allow Beleth and Telluria to fall on the very first month of our new regime,” Euphemia said immediately. “The mere fact that we allowed such an attack in the first place harms our credibility.”

Which was no doubt our unseen mastermind’s goal, Simon thought as he turned to Maublanc. “What are your recommendations as Commander?”

“Since our troops in Beleth continue to hold out and the airships are ready to deploy, we can proceed with a quick counterattack,” Maublanc said. “We can teleport over elite troops to reinforce our soldiers and then march on.”

“Your Majesty could lead those forces,” Mastemo suggested. “This would assert their authority to the realms.”

“No, this matter is beneath my dignity,” Simon decided. By challenging Vouivre himself rather than delegating, he would make her a rival and a threat in the eyes of others. Sending his subordinates indicated this incursion was no cause for panic. Moreover, he had the sneaking suspicion this attack was a trap of some kind. “My wife, Lord Paimon, and Lady Beatrice will be enough to deal with this rabble and confiscate the Beast Crestone. They will kill Vouivre, capture her brother Casval, and secure the Chest of Worlds. Thalas and Dassein will assist them.”

This had been the group that put an end to Simon’s alliance with Vouivre, which fielded better troops. They should have no issues crushing her forces.

And if they didn’t… then this would be a great cause for concern. 

“I sense a hidden hand at work in this matter,” Maublanc said, voicing Simon’s own concerns. “Our enemy strikes right when our forces are stretched thin hunting down Prince Louis.”

“This is an Illusean hand,” Lauriane insisted. “The Oracle and the elves have been propping up warlords to take down the Overlord since Mardok’s era.”

“It might be the Cobweb as well,” Shabram pointed out. “They have been collaborating with Vouivre for years and perhaps provided their support now that we declared war on them.”

“Either possibility is plausible,” Simon said. A similar situation had caused the War Party, the Cobweb, and Vouivre’s group to coalesce into a unified front in his Cocagne reign, but he wouldn’t let their alliance pick up steam. “What bothers me the most is that unlocking the Beast Crestone requires the allegiance of all of Telluria’s tribes. We must assume Vouivre either enslaved or successfully convinced them to join her doomed assault.”

“Having all Tellurian military forces gathered in one place works to our advantage,” Euphemia pointed out. “This is an opportunity to deal with them once and for all.”

“And an opportunity for House Magnos to grow stronger,” Lauriane argued. “Simon can empower a set number of individuals to increase their experience yield. Thalas and Dassein could benefit from it.”

“At the cost of sharing their System information,” Euphemia pointed out with a scowl. 

“Norbelle told me she already agreed to share her own, so why not Thalas?” Lauriane replied to the empress’ surprise, before glancing at her brother. “What do you say, Dassein?”

Dassein shrugged his shoulders. “If Simon thinks I need it.”

Ah, Dassein. Always the kind to follow orders first and question them second. His quick acceptance also caused Euphemia to waver in her resolve, since she wouldn’t allow a potential rival to get an edge over her son. 

“You do need an edge considering the foes you will face, and so does Thalas,” Simon confirmed. “Euphemia, do you think you could convince him?” 

“I…” Euphemia’s jaw clenched. “I will do what I can.”

Accepting help from his hated half-brother would be a bitter pill to swallow for Thalas, but Simon knew he would yield to his mother’s judgment. He would always yield in the end. 

It always took a common enemy, but House Magnos was finally starting to work towards a common purpose. 

—--

Thalas did not accept Simon’s offer lightly. His jaw clenched so hard Simon thought his teeth would break, and the resentment in his eyes matched a Zodiac Fiend’s hatred. His bitterness over being forced to answer to his bastard half-brother—now his stepfather by marriage—was brewing and might eventually spill out to complicate matters. 

Simon wondered how to deal with this. Beating him up and teaching him respect by force wouldn’t sit well with Euphemia. Anna had been something of a good influence on him too, but Simon would rather keep her close for her own safety. This only left one more potential lever…

“This is what Father wanted, you know that?” Simon asked him once they met in private. 

The question took his half-brother by surprise. “What did you just say?”

“Our father left a coded letter for you among his belongings, in case you ever became Overlord instead of me. I can send you a translation of it if you would like.” After many revisions. “‘All my life, I’ve tried to make a man out of you, my son.’ He believed to the bitter end that you had untapped potential.” 

Thalas’ inferiority complex and desperate need to please Balzam Magnos had always been his core flaw. He deeply wanted to believe his father cared deep down, the same way Maublanc deluded himself into thinking their friendship was mutual. 

“But can you imagine yourself defeating Louis as you are now?” Simon pushed. “Can you even picture it in your head?”

Thalas scowled and glared at him venomously, but even he wasn’t arrogant enough to deny the truth. “No.”

“Yet our father thought you had it in you to surpass him,” Simon lied easily. “He wanted his successor, whoever they were, to help you live up to his expectations, and while I disliked our father, I intend to fulfill that last request of his. Are you going to spit on it?” 

It annoyed Simon to feed Thalas a half-lie and to portray their father as anything else than the purely malevolent monster he truly was, but he needed his half-brother firmly focused on the enemy. He was better off channeling that rage to productive purposes rather than aimless resentment.

The sweet lies mollified Thalas a bit and eased his bitterness towards him, enough that he accepted the party request with a grunt. Simon took it as another sign that they might one day bury the hatchet without coming to blows. 

Simon’s Party system confirmed that Thalas started out the reigns as a level 66 Berserker and Dassein as an impressive level 77 Rider, which probably made him the fourth most powerful person in the empire behind Euphemia, Louis, and Maublanc. No wonder he always sent Vouivre packing and crushed Simon so utterly when they fought. Still, having full access to his build, stats, and elemental affinities would no doubt provide a welcome edge one day…

Otherwise, Simon assigned the last two spots to Uruk Leraje and asked Anna to take the last one, to her surprise. “Aren’t there better candidates?”

“There are,” Simon admitted, “but as far as I can tell, this magic lets me assess your location with perfect accuracy, regardless of anti-divination measures. Considering the people after you, it will let me track you down should the worst happen.”

“I don’t know whether I should be flattered by the attention or offended that you expect me to be kidnapped.” Anna smiled as she put her hands on her waist. “Unless this is an excuse to check me out or leer at my perfect Charisma stat?”

“I’m sure it’s through the roof,” Simon teased her. “So? Will you accept it?”

“Mmm… I will, on one condition,” she said with a mischievous smirk. “Since my plans to return to the Academy are literally going up in smoke as we speak, I expect you to ease my boredom by opening up a new one here in Marthrone.”

Simon chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Truthfully, opening a new branch of the Academy in Marthrone wasn’t such a bad idea. His father always moved it to the latest frontline to encourage students to join the army or bleed out enemy resources; moving it back to the capital would send the signal that Endymion’s days of conquest were over and that they could move on to a more peaceful future. 

After adding Anna to the Party and confirming she indeed had quite the higher-than-usual Charisma for a level 37 Lord, Simon realized that the information provided by his Perks still had holes in it. Yes, it provided a view of the stats, Class intel, and elemental affinities of the members, but Anna’s mysterious affinity for the Light didn’t show up anywhere, and while Norbelle’s screen listed her contracted eidolons—which included the Phoenix, Azulbolla, and nearly a dozen other creatures whose names he didn’t recognize—it didn’t give him any information on them. In short, he could access his allies’ stat screens, but not other information they might have access to. He needed time to fully map out this Perk’s limits.

Otherwise, the armies of the empire departed Marthrone on airships and trains in a glorious ceremony which the various foreign delegations attended. Simon gave a speech to the troops about Endymion’s duty to restore peace to the continent, then solemnly entrusted his wife with the army’s command. 

“For once, I am thankful for these machines,” Euphemia mused to him prior to her departure. No doubt this war made her nostalgic about the Reformation. “These airships would have been very useful against Gargauth.”

“You should have no issue crushing his daughter and conquering Telluria with this armada, then,” Simon replied. “I will handle things here in your absence. My branded demons will let us stay in contact at all times.”

“Yes, we shall.” Euphemia nodded to herself. “Maublanc expects a four-month long campaign, but the Light be willing, I shall return in three.”

Simon wished her luck on that front. “Perhaps you could show me Agares once you finish pacifying the region.”

“Perhaps…” Euphemia scowled and changed the subject. “Be wary of Lauriane. I am not yet convinced she didn’t assist her brother in his escape, and he will likely reach out to her sooner or later.”

Simon knew Lauriane wouldn’t betray him like that, but he feigned assent with a nod. “Take care.”

Simon watched his empress depart on her airship for what should no doubt be a successful campaign, and then bade farewell to the various foreign delegations afterwards. Norbelle had to return to Cocagne with Remedia for the time being, much to her chagrin, and Lauriane would leave for Magvolia to secure the Minotaur. Alone. 

“You’re not coming with me?” Lauriane asked, frowning. “I thought you wanted to bury your mother in Magvolia.”

“I have decided to delay it for some time,” Simon replied. He could only truly ensure his mother rested in peace by burying Gourmand’s strangled corpse with her skull, and he still needed his services. “Have you found any trace of the Biographer project?” 

“I’m afraid our father confiscated every blueprint of the Crestone, and neither Shabram nor I could track down the scholars involved in it,” Lauriane admitted. Simon had the nasty suspicion that their father decided to silence them permanently to keep his secret project under wraps. “However, I may have a lead.”

Simon’s head perked up with interest. “What kind?”

“Before you… earned a Class of your own…” Lauriane cleared her throat in slight embarrassment. “I was planning to offer you a Crestone incorporating elements of the Librarian and my own Alchemist Class.”

“For which I am grate–” Simon froze as he put two and two together. “Is the Librarian side of it related to the Biographer?”

Lauriane nodded sharply. “I think at least some of the arcane scripts we used derived from that project, so we might be able to reverse-engineer at least some of the Vassal’s Perks and figure out what Father was up to. I will ship you the finished Crestone as soon as we complete its development.”

“I would love to check it out,” Simon confirmed, smiling. “You were the only one who ever cared when others did not, Lauriane.”

“And that will never change, Simon. I promise you that.” Lauriane smiled back as she put a motherly hand on his shoulder. “Don’t forget to practice your Techniques while I’m gone, alright? I will be back soon.”



Three days remained until the Thirtieth of Nivose, when the elves originally planned to strike Frightwall. 

Simon was hopeful Illusea wouldn’t try anything with Belzemine inside the castle and House Malphas within reach of their executioner’s swords, but he would take no risks. Elaine and her aunts would remain under close surveillance. If the elves cancelled their attack and agreed to peaceful negotiations, then he could focus his full attention on the Cobweb and Zodiac Parade. 

Meanwhile, although Simon had many administrative duties to focus on and a Quickdraw Technique to master, he wouldn’t neglect the spellcasting side of his repertoire. Gourmand’s presence opened up a certain opportunity he couldn’t let pass.

“How kind of you, Your Majesty, to welcome the good Gourmand in private!” the jester rejoiced as he waltzed into Simon’s quarters. Their last discussion had made him even more servile. “What will it be tonight? Your father was especially fond of sword dances before bed!”

“I didn’t call you to entertain me, Gourmand, but to hunt,” Simon replied. He summoned the Warrior Crestone to his hand, the stone nearly escaping his grip. “You recognize this, yes?”

“Yes, the Prince’s true love,” Gourmand mused. “Poor Lady Isabelle. No woman can compete with War for a man’s heart.”

“I have often seen memories of previous Crestone holders when I consumed them, and this one clearly retains some sort of metaphysical connection with my brother,” Simon said. “Considering your aptitude for extracting information from souls, I wondered if you had insight on the matter.”

“Your Majesty is most wise, for the kind and knowledgeable Gourmand has the solution.” The jester smelled the Crestone like a hunting dog. “It has the scent of the mad prince’s soul and many others.”

“The scent of his soul?”

“All souls have one, each unique in its flavor. Though it gets a good cleaning every death in a while, it never loses it, and Crestones get soaked in it.”

“I think I understand.” Simon squinted as he recalled his failed attempts at reactivating Classes he had leveled up in previous reigns. “Crestones notice this scent and use it to connect the holder’s soul to the Worldsoul’s System information, and dryads can use it to track Remembrances.”

“A deduction worthy of the most cunning of minds, Your Deviousness!”

“Can you do the same?” Simon inquired. “Could you use Louis’ Crestone to track his scent?”

“Ah, alas, the good Gourmand has no nose, only an empty belly and a kind mouth!” Gourmand pointed at his skeletal face. “The only smell he can enjoy are those that he eats raw!”

This disappointed Simon, but didn’t surprise him. Gourmand was a demon with no innate connection to the Worldsoul, so he couldn’t track down faraway souls; he only extract all available information by devouring them. 

This creature was truly an anomaly as far as demons went. In spite of having a personality, the jester was an utterly empty and soulless entity, to the point he couldn’t even be branded; even the Brand of Pride treated him like an object rather than a living being. Duchar theorized that his mind was a mere shell or mimicry created from assimilating multiple victims’ souls, like a mindless golem emulating life by repeating pre-recorded lines. 

This warranted further study. 

“If you speak true, then you should be able to absorb the memories of a Crestone’s former wielders the same way I did,” Simon guessed.

“Crestones are empty calories, but yes, the good Gourmand will gladly taste all their flavors. All their memories, their secrets…” The jester grinned wickedly. “All their spells and Techniques…”

Simon’s eyes widened, a vicious idea forming in his mind. “You can learn those from the souls and Crestones you devour?”

“How else did the good Gourmand learn so many tricks, Your Majesty? The good Gourmand might not necessarily be able to emulate and reproduce all that he eats, but he remembers and understands them all.” The demon bowed to his master. “Shall I show you a handful?”
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  Simon finally realized why Balzam had been so fond of Gourmand.

His father didn’t just use the jester to extract information from his enemies; he also served as a living repository and instructor. The demon had consumed the souls of countless warriors, magicians, and other would-be heroes who had the misfortune of daring to resist Endymion’s conquest of the eastern continent. He knew the Ninja’s Kawarimi among multiple other Techniques, various spells that reached as high as Tier VIII—though he couldn’t cast most of them himself—and other tricks.

“Bloody Razor is a blade Technique that always inflicts the Bleed and Terror ailments on the victim from multiple, deep cuts,” Gourmand explained, demonstrating the Technique with a wild flurry of scythe moves as graceful as they were deadly. Never had butchering meat looked so artistic. “An inheritance from Marthrone’s most notorious and prolific murderer! It was meant to work with small blades for intimate encounters, but what is a sword other than a fancy butcher’s knife?”

“Do you know any morning star Techniques?” Simon asked. “Blades are well and good, but I’m fond of maces.” 

“Alas, the good Gourmand hasn’t learned many of those, but he knows where to find them! Fablan’s Makai region is full of ogres and weapon lovers!” Gourmand put his hand on his chest. “One afternoon’s all-you-can-eat buffet, and I can teach you all the ways to bash in someone’s head!”

Gourmand opened up a new avenue of gaining power that Simon hadn’t considered: killing a potential teacher, harvesting their soul gem, and then feeding it to the demon so that he could teach him their secrets. The idea disturbed him a bit in its ruthlessness, but he couldn’t deny the potential. Alternatively, Gourmand’s ability to harvest memories from Crestones meant he could simply feed him those in the hopes he could recover past wielders’ skills. 

The only real issue was that there was a difference between intellectually understanding something and mastering it. Gourmand was no perfect copycat. While he could absorb stolen memories, he lacked the stats, spellcasting prowess, and physical training required to fully emulate his victims’ skills. He would always be an inferior tutor compared to the original ‘donor.’

“But the good Gourmand can teach His Majesty the Underworld Hammer Technique,” Gourmand boasted. “It was invented by the largest ogre to ever live, who struck the ground so hard with his mighty club that it opened a fire pit into the earth.”

“That would suit me well,” Simon replied. Come to think of it, he hadn’t yet tested out his new size-altering Perk. Maybe the two could mesh well together… “The Tier VI Soul Bite spell of yours interests me too, since I could create a miasmic Mind-aligned version of it.”

The jester chuckled darkly. “The good Gourmand is useful, is he not?”

“Yes… you are,” Simon conceded. Not enough for him to forget the jester’s consumption of his mother’s soul, but Simon leaned towards letting him atone through service… for now. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Simon spent the next few days after that alternating between High Council meetings, following reports of the Tellurian conflict and other matters, and nightly training. Gourmand’s Soul Bite was a mana spell that involved attacking the target’s soul to inflict spiritual damage, but Simon started adapting it into a miasmic, Mind-aligned variant he hoped could eventually replicate Gourmand’s memory-theft ability. 

As for the Siege of Beleth, it went swimmingly. 

Teleporting strike teams relieved the siege of Beleth’s defenders to help them last until Euphemia’s forces arrived, at which point things went as Simon expected them to. Vouivre’s troops fought well, with the dragon queen downing a few airships, but they couldn’t match the overwhelming firepower arrayed against them. Euphemia apparently crushed Vouivre so severely that she had to teleport away to avoid being killed on the spot, and her demoralized followers were soundly routed. The city returned back into Endymian hands, and Dassein even managed to capture Casval during the fighting. The dragon was now in the Rider’s custody. 

Simon also discovered that Party System automatically notified him when one of its members gained a level after Thalas killed his way to level 67. Good thing to know. 

According to the reports, it would seem that Vouivre hadn’t actually unified Telluria’s shifter tribes. She had plenty of slaves and scalefolk, but her army was a fraction of what she and Simon mustered against Beleth in a previous reign. This begged the question of how she unlocked the Beast Crestone. Was there a loophole in the prophecy that allowed for a quicker and easier fulfillment of it? Curses and Judge Laws were all about wordplay, so the Oracle’s spells might follow the same conditions.

But then, who informed Vouivre of it? She couldn’t reach that conclusion on her own. The Oracle was the obvious suspect, having created the prophecy in the first place and having a vested interest in sabotaging Endymion, but Simon had no evidence to support it. Moreover, their agents indicated they were extremely well-equipped with potent magical weapons, armor, and Vassal Crestones. 

Euphemia informed him that she intended to give pursuit right after she restored Beleth’s logistical capacities in order to prepare their armies for incursions deep into Vouivre’s territory, which shouldn’t take all that long. All in all, the dragon queen had lost this round and should find herself on the backfoot for the rest of the campaign. Everything was going well so far, and that rang alarm bells. 

Simon was never that lucky. 



It was the thirtieth of Nivose, and the night the Oracle was supposed to destroy Frightwall.

The High Council had shrunk quite a bit with most of its key members deployed far away, leaving Simon to hold court with Shabram, Mastemo, Odette, and Belzemine. The atmosphere was a lot quieter and more cordial without so many members of feuding factions attending it. Simon might almost get used to it.

“Her Grace informs us that she intends to push eastward towards the Kish Palace,” Mastemo said. “She will bombard it, then have young Eole open the gate to immediately secure the crystal.”

“Vouivre will run again if she feels she cannot win, but she will likely fight rather than let us take the crystal without resistance,” Simon observed. “This will give us an opportunity to crush her and her army’s remnants.”

“Is it wise to send the kish there?” Odette asked. “I have seen what a demon did to my husband. It will trick her into freeing it.”

“That possibility has already been taken into account, and Beatrice dispatched her best templars to keep an eye on young Eole,” Mastemo replied. “Her Grace’s message says she has been most helpful as a translator with the beastmen tribes so far. I pray obtaining the Two-Tailed Fish will soon let us cure them of their affliction.”

Simon didn’t miss the scowl on Shabram’s face when the High Confessor uttered those words, but she was too much of a professional to comment on it. “Otherwise, House Malphas is currently securely held in the western wing,” she said. “We confiscated their Crestones and they have been model guests so far.”

“Shouldn’t we evacuate the castle?” Odette asked. “The deadline is upon us.”

“The Oracle will not try to cast the spell so long as we hold Firewand,” Simon reassured her. “Evacuating the castle now would make us look weak and inform Illusea that we fear them.”

“Your Majesty is wise to stay,” Mastemo commented. “An emperor who runs is quick to lose his throne.”

“I would still feel safer if we could confirm we found all the Cobweb’s backdoors,” Odette admitted. “I know what the Prince of Spiders does to operatives who leave his web. I am in no hurry to join them in some pervert’s dungeon.”

If she’s more afraid of the Rogue than of me, then I might have a public image issue, Simon thought. Even if her brands compelled her loyalty, she should still dread him for what he was and could do. Still, she’s right. The enemy will make a move soon. 

He had smelled a trap as soon as Vouivre started causing trouble in the east. The obvious thing for the Overlord to do would be to take the bait and go after her, leaving Frightwall and overstretching the empire’s supply lines. The timing would fit if the Oracle still intended to recover Belzemine and bombard the castle. The close proximity to Louis’ escape was also cause for concern.

Could they all be working together, or at least collaborating? The Oracle had been willing to leave Zodiac Fiend crystals in imperial territory as bombs set to explode during the Parade, but she never provided active assistance to Verney’s faction at any point. Did she hate the Overlord enough to do so, in spite of a historical chance at reconciliation?

If so, then Her Omniscience would have eternity to regret her shortsightedness.

The session concluded with Mastemo and Odette returning to their quarters. Simon closed his eyes and did a telepathic round of checkups of his thralls spread across the continent, from his troops in Telluria, to the demons he sent to escort Lauriane, and his retainers keeping watch over Anna. 

“How are things on your end, Leonard?” Simon inquired through the Brand of Sloth. 

“Perfectly fine, Your Majesty. Lady Anna is spending a splendid evening with my sister, Meredith, Cassandra, and her brother Hector.” Simon had moved Anna and the Honorius family to one of Shabram’s safehouse estates, since Frightwall’s doors could be Attic-compromised. “May I ask why he refuses to take off his helmet?”

“You wouldn’t like what you see beneath. Inform me if anything happens, and keep running the shapeshifter identification test every hour.” Simon opened his eyes and returned to reality. “My branded subjects in Beleth tell me that Aegio seems to be enjoying his new squiring duties, Shabram.”

“He is. Prince Dassein awed him very much, and he spent most of his latest letter praising his new mentor.” Shabram chuckled to herself. “Especially his work ethic. It is rare for a general to work so late at night with his officers… especially the shifters among them.”

Simon smiled at the not-so-subtle allusion. “My brother is an open-minded man.” 

“Unlike a certain High Confessor.” It was quite rare for Shabram to express her opinion so openly. “Will Your Majesty go through with his plan?”

“No, not unless there are shifters who wish to take his elixir of their own free-will.” A chill traveled down Simon’s spine all of a sudden. He sensed a presence in the room, almost imperceptible. A presence he hadn’t sensed since… Clear Eyes. 

He silently activated the spell, which let him pierce through Tier V illusions and below, and immediately confirmed his suspicions. A chill traveled down his spine.

She was there, in the room. 

“Your Majesty?” Shabram asked with a slight frown.

“Clear the room, and shut the door on your way out,” he ordered her and Belzemine out loud, before telepathically broadcasting a message to her and his closest allies. “Go reinforce Anna’s group and execute Operation Closed Door.”

They had bugs to squash.

Belzemine and Shabram exchanged a quiet glance, then silently followed the order. The door clicked behind them, perhaps because it had been transformed to allow for enemy reinforcements to step through it. It didn’t matter either way. 

Silk lunged at him from the shadows while still invisible, her blade aiming straight for his throat.  

Quickdraw. 

Summoning the sheathed Balefire, Simon triggered his Technique and rushed at her. The Rogue was as fast as the wind, but his lumbering body moved like lightning, and his strength surpassed that of golems. When their swords clashed, Simon’s sheer power threw her across the room and then through the window into the courtyard outside. The blow dispelled her invisibility, revealing her Rogue outfit. 

However, a notification quickly soured his mood. 


The Rogue stole your Warrior Crestone!



What?! Simon immediately checked his Inventory to find it gone. That sneaky thief’s Perks can access stored items?!

The enraged Simon quickly shattered the High Council room’s door with Chaos Wave to cut off Silk’s escape route and potential reinforcements, then jumped into the courtyard after his foe. His iron feet stomped the earth on impact like a meteor. His mind was set on murder.

He had trained so many times in this place, surrounded by the castle’s dizzying towers, the great double doors leading to its various wings, and the gallows where his father delighted in publicly executing prisoners. Silk had landed on the latter and found herself surrounded by armored guards and gargoyles, while undead archers on the walls pointed at her with their bows. 

Silk proved quicker than any of them and raised a teleportation gem in an attempt to escape, only for the item to shatter in her hand, much to her shock. All her feeble escape attempt did was cause a strident noise to echo out from the courtyard, alerting everyone to her presence. 

“We have Laws against teleportation gems in the castle, Prince of Vermin,” Simon warned her, his eyes burning with hellfire. He had expected a hit-and-run and prepared accordingly. “Challenging me on my own turf was the mistake of your life, Silk. There is no escape.”

“Fighting me would be foolish,” Silk said, once again trying to betray her way out of a doomed fight. “I’m just a distraction.”

“Ah, but I’m sure your Weaver friends will be quite surprised when they find our elites waiting for them at the Paimon residence,” Simon replied. He had been looking forward to the day he could exterminate this infestation. “Your plot to lure me away from Marthrone by propping up Vouivre was painfully transparent. Verney will have quite the fight on his hands.”

Silk scoffed. “So will you.”

He sensed the doors opening. 

While annoying, the fact Silk infiltrated Frightwall without triggering his Lord of the Demon Castle Perk didn’t surprise Simon all that much. The Rogue could likely slip past any security measure undetected.

The intrusions he detected were nowhere near as subtle. He sensed intruders pouring into the castle through two entrances, one in the guest wing where House Malphas was located, and another in the inner keep near Belzemine and Shabram. Telepathic warnings came from Shabram and House Malphas’ keepers; all reporting the same thing.

“Your Majesty, we are under attack–”

All the pieces fell into place as Simon glanced at the weapon Silk tried to skewer him with.

A replica of the Mana Sword itself. 

“--by elves!”

“Yes,” Silk said, “they hate you that much.”

Illusea would rather ally with the Cobweb against him rather give peace a chance. 

Madness, pure madness. Simon’s heart swelled with anger and disappointment, his rage further inflamed when Leonard informed him someone was trying to break into the safehouse. He expected Verney to be leading that part of the assault. Doesn’t the Oracle realize who she has allied with? Would she go that far?

“Vouivre is likely attacking your trophy wife at this point, or the White Unicorn, or whatever patsy Illusea sent to cut you off from reinforcements,” Silk taunted him. “So what is it gonna be, Overlord? You can’t be everywhere at once. Are you going to go save the Paimon girl, or keep your pet elf hostage?” 

The trap was plain and simple, as were the various factions’ plans. Verney no doubt hoped he would go after Belzemine to secure her and prevent Frightwall’s bombardment; the Oracle hoped he would go after the Cobweb to prevent them from grabbing Anna and using her for whatever Maiden-related purpose they had in mind; and Silk no doubt thought she could abscond with her stolen Crestone while getting rid of her rivals. 

But there was an option none of those fools had considered.

“You all die,” Simon said, his voice colder than the abyssal void. 

Silk’s eyes widened slightly, a dash of fear finally coursing through her as she realized he had made up his mind, and that things would not go to plan.

“You don’t get to escape this time, Silk. This time, you die. I will slaughter each and every last one of you.” He materialized the Crown of Pain over his head, to ensure the maximum number of casualties. “Lord of the Demon Castle!”

Frightwall shuddered at his command, its layout rearranging itself into a twisted, jumbled form. All rooms with windows and doors moved to form a ring around the courtyard to ensure most people inside the castle could see him; to ensure that his aura would slay and reanimate all those who weren’t protected. 

“Darkbound.”

Simon called upon the powers of Hell, and let it flow through him. 

He roared as the might of the Abyss imbued him with a torrent of miasma, filling his limbs with so much power that they began to stretch. His flesh and bones became shadows swirling in an ever-expanding armored shell. He grew, and grew, and grew taller than his castle’s towers, his shadow cast over the courtyard. Silk and his men shrank around him, becoming like children and then smaller still. The Prince of Spiders looked up in fear, for it dawned upon her that for all of her bravado, she was no more than a cockroach in an Overlord’s eyes. His malicious aura erupted from him in waves of death and ill intent, his crown a fiery cloud in the sky. 

His foot fell on Silk with the weight of a falling mountain.
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  His foot crushed the courtyard’s gallows with a thunderous impact.

The blow sent a cloud of dust and splinters flying in all directions, alongside unlucky guards who had the misfortune of not running away fast enough. Silk herself managed to run for her life with immense speed, though Simon could smell her fear from above. The thought of fighting him never even entered her mind, and rightfully so. Simon had grown taller than even Vouivre in her true draconic form, becoming akin to a living castle which had uprooted itself and decided to go for a walk. His own equipment had grown to match his titanic frame, at least so long as he remained in contact with his gear.

Silk’s false Mana Sword looked no more threatening than a toothpick in her hands.

Lord of the Demon Castle’s stat boost sustained Simon, and he could tell he might be able to keep his transformation going for some time so long as he remained within Frightwall’s confines. His malicious Dreadful Aura instantly snuffed out hundreds of lives in seconds; mostly intruders lacking protection against Instadeath or not strong enough to withstand his terrifying presence.

Simon immediately activated Frightwall’s Phantasmal Curse, suppressed all Prayer and teleportation effects—he was sure Mastemo could power through it—and then immediately used Deathmastery to ensure the dead would rise to fight for him with a single, simple order on their mind.

“Kill!” Simon mentally ordered his thralls as he lumbered after Silk across the courtyard. The Rogue had summoned her Crab grimoire to her freehand while he raised his sword for the kill. “Kill anyone who doesn’t serve me!”

His demonic castle shuddered like a crocodile roused from its slumber. Its stones began to radiate an overwhelming sense of dread and hopelessness into the air. Screaming faces and visages of walled saints grew out of the walls to shed tears of blood and howl in despair. Specters and demons rejoiced at the coming slaughter.

Leaving his minions to clean the castle of its filth, Simon brought down Balefire onto Silk. On its own, the greatsword burned with hellfire, inflicted additional Physical damage, and slowly healed its wielder’s wounds; now it had become a fiery bridge of metal whose swing was like a bolt of thunder. He cleaved the air and surrounding fortifications, then split the courtyard asunder in his fury. Most of it collapsed into the basement below, dragging a handful of soldiers too close to the point of impact into Frightwall’s depths.

Yet Silk did not die.

However fast she was, she couldn’t escape Simon’s reach. She had instead summoned Lotan the Isolator, the Crab Zodiac Fiend, who manifested between her and Simon’s Balefire. He stopped the latter cold.

There was no barrier, or at least none Simon could pierce. His sword simply couldn’t cross the foot-long space separating its edge and Lotan’s insectoid visage. The effect immediately reminded Simon of his wife’s Restraining Order.

Thankfully, Simon had access to spells that didn’t require contact. “Ruin.”

His curse surged from the depths of his soul and seized Silk with all of his malice. The Rogue had come prepared, but there were cracks in her protections still. Her eyes went white and black spots appeared over her skin as a virulent disease took hold of her flesh. She lost her balance and cut herself on her own sword, the wound on her arm bleeding profusely from Simon’s Crown of Pain.

“Disable his magic!” Silk ordered Lotan.

The Zodiac Fiend retaliated by staring at Simon with ill-intent. He immediately sensed an invisible weight fall on him through the monster’s alien gaze; a crushing sense of being alone in the world.


Lotan’s Crushing Loneliness has cut you off from all others!



And it did cut him off from everyone.

His brands’ telepathic whispers grew silent, the flow of mana he stole from them came to a screeching halt, and his contract with Euphemia was temporarily suppressed. The connections weren’t gone or broken, but muffled and unavailable.

He had no time to punish the fiend, as shining bolts and arrows of light struck him in the face. They were small compared to his titanic size, but they hurt like wasp stings and left him reeling in pain.


Light damage! Mythic damage!



Simon turned his baleful glare on his opponents atop the walls: a group of elven soldiers clad in Archer and Sniper Vassal Classes of the Ranger, Sages, along with a handful of winged, silver and gold golems. Most of them were busy fighting Simon’s minions, but a few had managed to regroup to strike at him directly.

He simply glared at those insects.

“Hellfire Gaze.”

His eyes glowed like two baleful stars in the night and issued forth beams of malicious flames. His colossal size turned them into an inferno that melted glass and stone, pulverized fortifications, and incinerated the elves in an instant. Their souls were left naked before his lidless gaze and reduced to black gemstones atop piles of ashes… for about a second before they mysteriously disappeared in flashes of light. An anti-capture measure perhaps?

The display of power left Simon exhausted. He feared growing to colossal size would weaken his magic, but he realized he had the opposite problem: the miasma cost of his spells and abilities automatically scaled with his size, so something as mundane as Hellfire Gaze now demanded over twenty times its usual energy cost since it covered a much wider area.

The golems resisted his fiery glare, having no doubt been designed to withstand it. Designed in the image of winged silvery elves clad in golden armor, they flew at him in a small swarm of five. He swatted two aside in a swing that also sliced one of his towers in half, but the rest stung him in multiple places with their blades. Though they were small, they cut through his armor like butter and drew smoking blood.


Supereffective damage. Anti-Heal, Sap, Slow!



The surprise wasn’t the ailments affecting him, but the fact that they didn’t transfer through Lovestuck. Lotan’s power could affect even Overlord Titles. Worse, Simon sensed some of his brand connections shattering with the loss of their holders. He had to finish this quickly.

Thankfully, he could still bark orders.

“Dispose of these annoyances and leave the Rogue to me!” Simon ordered his soldiers as he focused back on Silk and Lotan. His demons tackled the golems at his command while undead archers supported them.

To his surprise, he found Velvet had appeared next to her sister, having apparently stepped out of her shadow. She whispered words to Silk while pouring a potion down her throat that lifted the Blind and Disease ailments off her, though it failed to mend her wounds or stop the bleeding; in fact, the Anti-Heal effect only worsened the former. Could one sister summon the other at will?

Realizing that his colossal size would do him no good if he couldn’t reach those two by getting past Lotan, Simon cancelled his transformation and swiftly shrank back to his normal height. He put on his Strength for Speed Ring, cast Moonlight Mirage to hasten himself—cancelling the Slow ailment while he was at it—then used Darkflight to circle around his foe. He bombarded them with quick Hellthunder bolts in an attempt to gauge the range of Lotan’s protection.

The Sap ailment slowly drained the target of mana, and Simon was no exception. His training with Norbelle had improved his miasma control enough that he was confident he could last for some time, but he wasn’t looking forward to a battle of attrition. Analyzing the trajectory of the bolts confirmed Lotan’s protection extended a few feet away from him in a circular radius, and him alone.

Silk was within range, but her sister was a step out of the radius.

Exploiting the opportunity, Simon flew straight at her and fire at them with Hellfire Gaze. Velvet, being a swift Assassin, dodged by leaping aside. Simon anticipated it and extended his hand with Devil’s Arm.

He grabbed her by the shoulder, his claws sinking into her flesh.

“Go to Hell,” Simon said, and she did.

His Crown of Pain flared with hatred and tore a rift into a demiplane of terror right beneath Velvet. The ground collapsed into a gnarly maw whose gullet was covered in razor-sharp blades drooling with acid. Chain-tongues sprung from its fiery insides, grabbed Velvet by her ankles, and dragged her screaming into the depths.

The maw closed as if it had never been there.

Silk, who had recovered her sight, turned pale from horror. She rose to her feet with a rare hint of murderous anger in her gaze, her Mana Sword copy in one hand and her grimoire in the other.

“Release my sister,” Silk hissed at him while Lotan threateningly loomed behind her. Her arm continued to bleed from her earlier wound.

“Only if you take her place,” Simon taunted her as he attempted to summon a pet of his own to even the odds. “When silence offers no respite, death’s trumpets shall herald your end! Sing my praise, Cul–”

Silk struck him before he could finish his sentence.

With any thought of escape snuffed out of her mind now that he held her sister, she lunged at Simon with speed rivaling that of the Quickdraw Technique. Simon had trained enough with Lauriane to block the sword strike with a parry of his own and completed his incantation… only for a disappointing message to show up.


Lotan’s Crushing Loneliness cancelled your summoning!



Moreover, Silk used the clash to strip him of his cursebuffs like she did during their last encounter, but this cost her: her movements slowed down as she absorbed the negative effects she wasn’t immune to, allowing Simon to bring his sword upon her. She somehow managed to merge with his shadow before his sword could cut her down.

Simon sensed her presence behind him, followed by the pain of a sword striking his back.


Supereffective damage reduced by the Betrayed Title. 



Simon swirled and attempted to cut her down, but Silk deftly lowered herself to dodge the strike and breathed a cloud of noxious poison in his face.


Corrosion damage! Poison ailment negated by Unyielding Essence! 



Exploiting the cover her poisonous cloud provided, Silk tossed the fake Mana Sword aside to free one of her hands and then used her Rogue ability to steal Balefire. She magically disarmed Simon and the greatsword appeared in her palm as she lunged forward for another attack. She might have struck him had her blood loss, wounded arm, and debuffs not slowed her down.

It cost her dearly.

Having already danced with the likes of Renal and Bert before, who had a similar fighting style, Simon quickly acted by blasting her with Mindflayer. The psychic attack threw Silk off him for a second, which he exploited by using Devil’s Arm to grab her by the throat.

“Lot–” Silk tried to bark an order to her bound demon, but Simon squeezed her throat before she could form his name. He then slammed her onto the ground so hard she dropped both her book and Balefire. Blood poured out of her head and throat from the sheer impact.

Simon glanced at Lotan, expecting the Crab to act in defense of its mistress, yet it did no such thing.

The monster just stared at the two fighters with equal contempt.

“The book compels you to obey the orders of whoever carries it, but only so long as they can touch it,” Simon guessed as he switched his Strength for Speed Ring for his soul-protecting one to regain his might. No wonder Silk never let the book out of her grasp. “You have no loyalty to your captors or Valravn.”

Lotan’s hateful silence was an answer in itself. This fiend loathed all of his siblings equally.

Compelled loyalty was always such a fickle and fragile thing.

This suited Simon just fine, and he began to strangle Silk to death. She attempted to teleport away and reach out for the grimoire–it seemed she couldn’t teleport it to her hand, likely because a Rogue could only steal somebody else’s stuff–but Simon pulled her away and crushed her windpipe. She produced a dagger and stabbed him in the arm in an attempt to free herself, but Simon’s delight was quite effective at dulling the pain.

“You are no Overlord of the criminal world, Prince of Nothing.” Simon’s other hand grabbed the upper part of her skull, and he smiled upon seeing the look of fear in the Rogue’s eyes. “You’re just a spider who avoided the boot for too long.”

He tore Silk’s head off her shoulders with his bare hands.

Her sweet blood splattered him whole and painted his black armor red. The delight he felt at finally, finally killing the traitor was almost matched by the rush of pleasure of not one, but two new level-ups.


Level 70 Overlord Level: Miasmic Archmage VII (Passive): You can learn and cast spells up to Tier VII, but only those fueled by miasma.

Level 71 Overlord Level: Warmonger VIII (Passive): You gain Perfect Proficiency with all weapons (x3 damage, 30% Crit).



Lotan began to disintegrate back into miasma with the death of his master and returned to his crystal, putting an end to the fight. However, Simon’s joy turned to annoyance when a new message popped up.


Deathmastery negated by the Rogue’s Sealed Lips Perk. 



Simon growled as he realized no soul gem dropped from Silk’s corpse, though he did spot three other very valuable treasures: the Warrior Crestone rolling out of her pocket and towards the castle; the Rogue Crestone; and Lotan’s grimoire. He quickly stored the first two in his Inventory, grabbed the book since he couldn’t do the same with a Zodiac Fiend crystal, and quickly reconnected with his allies.

“What’s going on?” Simon telepathically asked his thralls. Lotan’s disappearance had restored his brand connections. “Report!”

A cacophony of answers came up, warning him of dead elves in the corridors and fires in the guest wing, but it was the silence from Leonard, Meredith, Cassandra, and Hector that bothered him the most; though Shabram’s message left him stone cold.

“We are fine, Your Majesty,” his spymistress replied. “Lady Odette and the prince saved us.”

The princ–

Simon immediately used Lord of the Demon Castle to teleport to Belzemine and Shabram’s side atop an eastern betterment’s parapet. He found them both wearing their Class outfits and surrounded by undead corpses, with Belzemine clearly shaken from having to kill her own countrymen. Odette stood alongside the eidolon Xenophon, whom she had no doubt summoned to protect herself.

However, there was another figure present, tall and regal; a dark knight clad in the black armor of the Hellblade and wielding a longsword wreathed in black flames. A helmet’s visor covered the upper half of his face, but the confident smile on his lips and red hair flowing on his shoulder made his identity clear.

“Hello, brother,” Louis said while holding a severed elf’s head in his free hand. His current Class outfit did not suit him as well as the Warrior's did, but it did not diminish the aura of menace radiating from him. “I figured you were in need of assistance.”

Simon tensed up and raised Balefire at him. On one hand, Louis shouldn’t be as dangerous with a stolen Hellblade Crestone as he would be with the Warrior, but on the other hand, he was still Louis Magnos.

“What are you doing here, Louis?” Simon asked threateningly. “Did Verney send you to parlay?”

Louis laughed at the suggestion. “Yes, the fool gave me a whole speech about merging with some demon to become a god of war, as if I needed any help for that.” He shrugged his shoulders dismissively. “Did you really expect me to fight with the rabble against House Magnos, Simon? I told you I would not betray you, and I am a man of my word.”

“Why?” Simon asked in disbelief. “Why escape house arrest to ally with the Cobweb, and then betray them for us?”

“You told me I shouldn’t be predictable, and I took your advice to heart. Besides…” Louis glanced at the undead elves as if they were mere animals. “I told you it was only a matter of time before you reached the same conclusion Lauriane and I reached long ago. You know what this attack means for us, yes?”

Yes, Simon admitted, to his utter frustration and disappointment. Yes, I do. 

“His Highness did save us,” Shabram admitted. “The elves might have defeated us and abducted Lady Firewand without his assistance.”

“We can continue this conversation later, Simon,” Louis suggested. “Although he didn’t tell me what he was planning, I am certain Verney is still afoot somewhere in the city.”

He was right, the bastard. Although Simon didn’t trust him in the slightest, Leonard’s silence did not bode well for Anna’s current situation. He glanced at the severed elf’s head, hesitated a moment, and then gave in.

“You try anything, I’ll kill you,” Simon warned Louis as he summoned teleportation gems from his Inventory, cancelled his castle’s anti-teleportation effect, and moved the group to Anna’s safehouse.

They found only carnage.

Simon had assigned an elite bodyguard unit to Anna’s protection alongside a handful of templars. All of them were at level forty at the bare minimum and trained to deal with assassins.

It hadn’t been enough.

So much blood had been shed and so many body parts split apart that the safehouse resembled a slaughterhouse’s killing floor. Meredith, Leonard, and all the elite guards were dead and torn apart, alongside dozens of Cobweb Fang assassins and the smoking remains of summoned demons. Simon’s stomach turned when he spotted Tiella’s gutted body among the remains, and a headless mess whose brain-stained robes were obviously Duchar’s. The whole room reeked of bestial savagery.

He also noticed Renal’s head chopped off his shoulders near Hector’s remains. The Executioner was surrounded by corpses and piles of snow that probably used to be fetches, his body desiccated but his soulbound helmet was thankfully intact. They had a ‘living’ witness to the attack.

“Mummy’s rot,” Belzemine said upon examining Hector’s husk.

Crom Cruak’s doing, Simon realized as he observed the scene, a terrible feeling sinking in his gut when he noticed one was missing. Cassandra should be here too, but I don’t see her.

He opened the Party System screen and immediately checked a certain entry.


Anna Paimon

Level 39 Lord

Human

Current Location: Attic. 




Fuck.
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  Those bastards!

The very first thing Simon did was to animate a mostly intact guard’s corpse as a mindless undead and then put Hector’s Crestone-embedded helmet on it. The Executioner immediately reactivated his Class outfit, and then confirmed what his Overlord suspected. “They took my sister… and Lady Anna.”

“What happened?” Shabram inquired as she observed the carnage. “These were imperial elites trained for such a scenario. They should have teleported Lady Paimon away at the first sign of danger.”

“Lady Anna’s tea party was going well when a faceless demon, a mummy, and a horde of assassins fell upon the estate,” Hector explained. “Half of our people began to panic and fight each other all of a sudden… it was like they couldn’t tell friend from foe anymore.” 

“Verney,” Simon guessed, his grip on Balefire tightening. The Zodiac Fiend of wrongness, madness, and betrayal no doubt had ways of inducing extreme paranoia in others. 

Even Duchar, who had always been one of Simon’s strongest retainers and had only ever been slain by Louis, proved to be no match for their enemies. This saddened Simon, who had grown to like and respect the man. His retainers needed his support if they were to survive the coming disasters.

All in all, this was very bad. The plan had been for Shabram, Belzemine, and other reinforcements to move to Anna’s location once Operation Closed Door began, but Simon didn’t expect the elves’ interference. Valravn and the Oracle would both pay for this treachery. 

Hector glanced at his father’s corpse, his undead eyes full of hatred and concern. “My sister…”

“Cassandra and Anna are still alive,” Simon reassured him. He could still feel a connection to the former through her Devil Brands, though she didn’t answer his telepathic queries, and the latter’s Party System entry showed her as being inside the Attic. They had to be unconscious and held somewhere, to later be used as host for their respective Zodiac Fiend. There might still be a way to track these two down…

Simon immediately conjured an imp. “Hey!” the critter said, looking around. “Is this for corpse disposal, or dinner? Both?”

“Go to Hell,” Simon ordered as he pressed his hand on the imp’s skull. His crown wouldn’t release its prisoner without another taking its place. 

“But I just got here—” The imp didn’t have time to finish his sentence as a hellish maw opened right beneath him and swallowed him all, to the curiosity of Louis and everybody else’s horror. 

The monstrous gullet then spat out Velvet in separate pieces. 

Simon blinked in surprise when he saw her. Her final expression was one of pure terror, and her skin showed hints of laceration, acid exposure, and bloody bites in her intimate parts. Her head had also been torn away from her shoulders. 

Did… did the demiplane kill her? Torture her to death? Simon wondered before he realized what had happened after confirming her fatal wound matched Silk’s. According to Valravn, the sisters used to be one person before the Twins split them in two somehow. They must have retained a metaphysical link of some kind. Killing one slew the other. 

“Wasn’t this the Prince of Spiders’ retainer?” Louis mused. “She looks unusable.”

“I thought I could interrogate her,” Simon admitted with rising annoyance as he stored Balefire and replaced it with the Rogue Crestone. “But I still have one card left to play.”

He immediately activated it, switching his Overlord outfit for the Rogue one. While it neither rejected him nor embraced his presence like the Paladin and Adventurer respectively, Simon could sense its distaste in the way his new clothes itched on his skin. 


The Rogue: The prince of thieves, the faceless spy, the outlaw who obeys no law but their own conscience, and who reminds the arrogant and the powerful to watch their backs.

Strength B, Vitality D, Agility S, Perception A, Magic D, Intelligence B, Charisma C, Luck S. 

Skeleton Key (Passive): All magical wards, barriers, and defenses treat you as if you had proper authorization to cross them, regardless of conditions. You count as invited into any dwelling and do not trigger alarms unless you wish to.

Urban Legend (Passive): You are a myth that leaves no trace. You have no scent, leave no footprints or physical evidence behind, and make no noise when moving. You gain resistance to Divinations and gain a bonus to camouflage when sticking to shadows or when using a disguise. 

Lockpick (Passive): You have an intuitive understanding of locks, security systems, and traps, allowing you to either craft or disable them. 

Sneak Attack (Active): When you strike a foe with a slashing weapon in which you have proficiency in, your chance of inflicting a critical hit increases with each AGI point you have over them; if you land a Critical Hit, you can choose to inflict Instadeath on the target.

Level 1 Rogue Perk: Steal I (Active): You can attempt to steal an object from a target within sight. This ability has a chance of failure. Your odds of success depend on various factors like the difference in Luck and Level with your target, how close you are to them, and if they are affected by Ailments. You need to know which item you’re trying to steal. 



Skeleton Key… Simon’s annoyance grew as he read its description. This Perk was likely the reason Silk managed to slip past teleportation wards, and would have been extremely useful if not for a single issue: he had no Devour Crestone slots left. But this should at least work.

“Which door did they use to run away?” Simon immediately asked Hector, who pointed at the one in the privy. He slammed it open to find a chamber pot on the other side. Valravn must have destroyed that passage after escaping, which left only a few possibilities… “Which door did you use to get into Frightwall, Louis?”

“The dungeon’s private chapel,” Louis said. “I suspect I have been left stranded after going my own way, however.”

“There may still be a chance to catch up to them, if Valravn has yet to learn of your treachery,” Simon said as he teleported the group back to Frightwall into a small chamber adorned with a single statue of Saintess Pharis. Priests often used this room to give some prisoners their last rites before their demise. 

Simon gathered his breath, closed his eyes, and focused on Skeleton Key. Touching the doorknob sent a chill through his hand as he detected a hidden passageway beyond sight; a gate hidden within the gate, like a double-floored chest. He seized that phantom lock and forced it open to find himself staring at a corridor of doors.

“Only Prince Louis should be here,” said the smiling fetch on the other side. “I must ask the rest of you–”

While Simon knew how to destroy the Attic, the issue lay in capturing a fetch capable of opening the doors and compelling it to do so; a process complicated by the fact that Valravn had become a lot more paranoid about them once Simon inherited his throne and put bounties on most of the Weavers. Their lack of soul and life also made them impossible to brand. 

Refusing to let the opportunity go, he quickly grabbed Hector’s helmet with Devil’s Arm, removed it from his current host, and then slammed it on the fetch’s head before it could finish its sentence. 

“Open all the doors and find Verney,” Simon ordered his allies as they stepped inside. “Hector, extract a map of these passages from the fetch’s mind.”

“It’s resisting…” Hector warned him through the fetch’s lips. “It will take me time to… sort things out.”

“Be quick–” A tremor shook the corridor, and Simon sensed a shift in the Attic’s metaphysical weight following in its wake. “What the–”

“Your Majesty, the doors…” Odette frowned as she opened one after another, only to reveal cracking walls of bricks behind each and every one of them. “They lead nowhere!”

“This place…” her eidolon bodyguard, Xenophon, tensed up. “We gotta leave, now!”

He was right, as much as Simon hated it. Cracks were appearing everywhere, from the walls to the ceiling and floor. Miasma oozed from them as space began to shrink and contort. Valravn would rather destroy his own Attic rather than let Simon pursue him. 

Simon grit his teeth in impotent fury. “Evacuate!”

They ran towards the door as the corridor collapsed behind them, leaving them stranded in his castle and their friends far out of his reach. 

—--

The invading elves were lucky to be all dead, for an Overlord’s wrath was a fearsome storm indeed. 

According to eyewitnesses, the elves attempted to free House Malphas’ members during the chaos, who clearly hadn’t been informed of the operation—likely to prevent Simon from accidentally learning of the plot. They would have likely escaped successfully without Simon’s reshaping of the castle and activation of his Dreadful Aura, which had decimated their numbers and allowed High Confessor Mastemo to intercept them. 

While Justine Eligos wisely surrendered rather than fight the Cleric, her sister Anselma had quickly taken the side of her elven brethren and perished during the fighting. Elaine herself accidentally died from his Dreadful Aura alongside Patriate, though their souls had at least been bound to gems unlike the elven invaders.

“I suspect they used a variation of Contingency, a Tier VII Divination that triggers another spell when certain circumstances are met,” Mastemo suggested during the debriefing. “Illusea’s seers are fond of it.”

Whatever the spell used, it had prevented Simon from extracting any information from his victims, and none of the captives were taken alive except for Justine Eligos. Simon at least took satisfaction in the knowledge that they had utterly failed to meet any of their objectives. 

Perhaps I should ingest Elaine’s or Patriate’s soul gem and infiltrate Illusea, then stab the Oracle in her treacherous heart one reign, Simon mulled on his Crimson Throne. Would that treacherous snake see it coming? 

Hector’s possession of the fetch at least allowed Simon to map out all the Attic backdoors inside Frightwall. This at least explained how Silk and the Cobweb learned of the Overlord’s demise so quickly; they could literally eavesdrop on Louis, the local priests, and guests. He would be sure to either condemn those passages in future reigns or use them to teach Verney a lesson. 

Meanwhile, Anna’s location had changed to Lore, and the Party System proved accurate enough to track her movements in real time, showing the roads and streets she was moving through. Simon assumed Verney was carrying her somewhere on foot now that the Attic was down.

His frustration was all the more bitter because Anna had apparently tried to activate her necklace and summon Simon to her side during the chaos according to Hector’s testimony, only for the device to fail. Lotan’s Crushing Loneliness must have prevented the call from going through. 

She had called out for help, and he had failed to answer. 

The High Confessor’s insight on the matter at least proved enlightening. “They appear to be taking the road to the Holy City of Serras.”

“The site where the Light Megalith is worshiped,” Simon said as he recalled the lessons he learned in the Lighthouse. “Is a Zodiac Fiend’s crystal sealed under it, the same way the Water-Carrier was trapped beneath the Water Megalith?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Mastemo admitted, shifting in place. “You believe that is what the demon is after?”

“My father believed a demonbarrow was located in Lore, and my visions confirmed he was right.” Alcyone had said as much in the Sanctuary. “Considering Anna’s birth sign, the Light Megalith must assuredly suppress the Maiden.”

“That would make sense, considering she was said to be the most powerful of their vile lot…” The High Confessor sounded troubled. “However, I know of no hidden Dungeon or tomb beneath the Light Megalith. Most puzzling.”

“The demonbarrow must have been hidden by the elves long before the prophet Pharis received her visions, to ensure the Maiden’s allies couldn’t free her,” Simon guessed. Whatever divine power Verney noticed in Anna was probably required to unlock the seal. “We must urgently send magical messages to the Lorean Orthodoxy and warn them of the threat. We must recover Anna and prevent Verney from completing his mad quest.”

“I will send out messages immediately,” Shabram promised.

“It will be a futile gesture, brother,” Louis said. “They will not listen. We’d be better off preparing ourselves for battle.”

“Who asked for your counsel, kinslayer?” Mastemo asked with disdain. The sight of the crown-prince walking about freely unnerved him to his core. “How did you even violate Her Grace’s House Arrest?”

“I fear Verney’s magic proved stronger than your saintess’ Laws, Your Excellency,” Louis replied mockingly. This didn’t surprise Simon all that much, since Valravn attempted to undo his brands in a previous reign and would have succeeded without his Deceitful Title. He could probably cancel out all contracts. “Besides, I only left my quarters to obtain information on our enemies. Surely that ought to count as community service and good behavior.”

“I will not return the Warrior Crestone to you,” Simon warned him. While Louis had helped them, he knew better than to trust the madman with his Noble Class. 

Louis took it in stride with casual confidence. “I will wait for you to change your mind, then.”

And I very well might, Simon admitted to himself, his mind consumed with bitterness. A question burned on his lips, which he hoped to see answered. 

Guards brought in Justine Eligos, the only survivor among the elves, before the Crimson Throne. The diabolist held her head high in spite of her terrible situation and tried to keep her dignity. 

“Your Majesty,” she said with a polite bow. “I assure you neither my niece nor I had any idea of what would happen.”

“I hold your niece’s soul in the palm of my hand, and I pray for the both of you that you are telling me the truth,” Simon replied, the shadow of sorrow passing over Justine’s face. “Why?”

“Why the attack?” Justine asked with a frown. “I would not be so bold as to guess what our infallible Oracle thinks–” The words oozed with disdain, “–but I assume she saw your peace overtures as a trick to delay hostilities so you could level-up and consolidate power.”

“It would make sense to strike now, during the transition of power,” Shabram conceded. 

“That wasn’t what I asked,” Simon said, his hands gripping his throne’s armrests. “I can understand mistaking my diplomatic overtures for weakness or a trick, however foolish an assumption that might have been, but allying with the Cobweb? With slavers and demon worshippers?” He seethed with fury and bitterness. “Why? Why does she hate me so much that she would rather risk freeing the Zodiac Fiends than give the new Overlord a chance? Is it because of Agnes?”

“I do not understand why Illusea wants Lady Firewand back so fervently, besides her status as a living martyr for the elven people, but the reason behind their hostility to House Magnos is clear enough.” Justine gathered her breath. “The Oracle believes, with every fiber of her being, that you will destroy the world.”

Simon’s head perked up in shock. “What?”

“You know, a flood of darkness that consumes the world, Hell on Brimir, everyone screaming, a graveyard of screaming corpses, the Overlord laughing from his Crimson Throne and all that nonsense…” Lady Eligos rolled her eyes. “That’s the same apocalyptic prophecy she had been peddling since Mardok first appeared: that the Overlord will destroy Brimir and kill everyone, because somehow that makes more sense than simply ruling the world. Gargauth and your father both had their fill of doomsday sermons too.”

Simon remained quiet as he processed this information. He would be lying if he said Justine’s words didn’t ring a few bells.

Could it be that the Oracle saw whatever visions Simon experienced when he violated causality or perished from the Mana Sword? Had she seen the miasma, the burning corpses, that surreal hellscape? 

Maybe she can see the end of the reigns rippling through time, and misunderstood them for the Overlord destroying the world… which I might be technically doing when I turn back time, Simon thought. For all he knew, a discarded timeline simply ceased to exist through abyssal magic as if it had never existed. And the weaker I am, the closer the end must seem to her since I am more likely to die early. 

Justine frowned when he failed to speak up. “Is Your Majesty planning to destroy the world?”

“Of course not!” Simon protested with a grunt. “But the Oracle believes that I will bring an end to Brimir?”

“Yes, she does, without the shadow of a doubt,” Justine confirmed. “In her mind, there is no price too small to neutralize you and your Class.”

“Even allying with archdemons?” Simon inquired in disbelief. 

“Why not?” Justine shrugged. “Most demons want the world to be around so they can feast on mortals’ sins and fear. A living hell is still living.” 

Louis smiled at her. “Yet you do not believe her.”

“We are on our fourth Overlord, and the world has yet to end,” Lady Justine pointed out. “Either her visions are faulty, or she is lying to ensure we elves keep waging a hopeless war we cannot possibly win. Many in the White Unicorn share my doubts on the matter.”

“But not the elves in Illusea, whose faith in their Oracle is absolute,” Louis concluded, his gaze settling on Simon. “Do you understand your mistake now, brother?”

Simon grit his teeth. “I am asking a civilization built on fearing the future to be brave and take a risk.”

“Exactly,” Louis confirmed. “Illusea is such a coddled society that they need seers to spare them from any hardship so they can maintain their indolence. They dread anything with the slightest chance of failure; and what could be riskier than giving you a chance? They are unfit to live in our world.” The crown-prince shrugged his shoulders. “Your peace can only be purchased with blood.”

Is that so? Simon steepled his fingers and meditated on this information. There had to be a way to convince the Oracle she was mistaken and that he was no bringer of calamity, but he kept drawing blanks. Mardok famously betrayed all diplomatic entreaties, Gargauth had been planning a global genocide, and while Balzam Magnos probably didn’t plan to destroy the world, he was set on wiping Illusea off the map. The elves would assume he was cut from the same cloth so long as the Oracle kept receiving her visions. 

Would freeing Belzemine even suffice to earn their trust? Or would the Oracle and the Mana Goddess simply see it as a trick or weakness? Louis might be right, diplomacy invited attack. 

What should he do now? Illusea had launched a terrorist attack inside his own castle, slew many of his servants, and indirectly assisted a crime ring in kidnapping the Lady of the Berwick Islands. No one would respect his authority if he simply let it slide. There had to be consequences, or the empire’s elites would turn against him. Maublanc himself would demand that they march on Lore as soon as he learned of Anna’s abduction.

He offered the elves their first chance of peace in four centuries, and those fools had chosen war instead. 

Simon sensed an attempt at telepathic contact through his Devil Brands; one of his servants in Euphemia’s retinue was trying to make contact. 

“Your Majesty, I bring good news,” he said. “The dragon queen is dead.”
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  Vouivre was dead. 

The news came as a shock to Simon. Yes, he had seen Euphemia overwhelm the dragon queen once before in a previous reign, but she had never been defeated so soon nor so thoroughly. Considering her habit of surviving impossible odds, he even thought it might have been a trick up until his wife teleported back to Frightwall and dropped Vouivre’s dragon head in the courtyard, the Beast Crestone proudly kept as a trophy. 

The sight of the enormous golden head filled Simon with mixed feelings. On one hand, the world would be better off without Vouivre in it, especially Telluria. She had only ever brought death, destruction, and misery to everyone she encountered. Confirming that she could indeed be slain within a month of the reigns starting in the right circumstances opened up many more options to Simon. 

But on the other hand, her death didn’t make Simon happy for some reason. Maybe it was because he had fought at her side not too long ago, but he didn’t rejoice over her demise in spite of all the pain she had caused him and others. 

Was he… sad? 

No, that was absurd! He hadn’t even befriended Vouivre like he did Casval. She was a demented warlord whose death had made the world a better place after refusing to use her considerable gifts for good. That was what he was mourning: the fact that her talents had gone to waste out of misplaced pride. 

Either way, Simon finally seized the Beast Crestone and checked out its abilities. His Overlord armor changed into his usual tunic once he triggered it, but this was just an illusion. An invisible skin of mana had covered him and waited to change into a new form that fit its user. 

Simon immediately noticed that the Beast suited him as well as the Adventurer. The Overlord Class within him resented having to share a host and simmered beneath the surface, waiting to be unleashed again, but the Beast did not reject Simon on the spot. It called out to his talent for deception, his mutable nature, and his affinity for monsters. 


The Beast: The shapeshifter of mutable form, the creature in the woods confronting the lost with trials and wisdom, the trickster that guides and misleads. 

Strength S, Agility B, Vitality S, Perception S, Magic C, Intelligence C, Charisma B, Luck B. 

Karmic Form (Active): Transforms the wielder into their truest form, reflecting their heart and inner nature.

Shapechange (Active): You can transform into any kind of natural creature you have touched, mimicking their type, abilities, strengths, and weaknesses. You cannot copy Class levels, supernatural abilities, gear, or extraplanar entities. 

Trickster (Passive): When using a polymorphing or shapeshifting effect, divinations and similar effects identify you as your chosen form unless the caster has more levels than your Beast ones. You can learn and understand any language too, even those of animals. 

Evolutionary Pressure (Passive): You can adapt to any kind of natural environment. You take no penalty from terrain or weather, and your body will adapt to survive in any environment you are in, except other planes. 

Level 1 Beast Perk: Natural Fighter I (Passive): You gain medium proficiency with all natural and unarmed weapons (x1.5 damage). 



All in all, it was quite an impressive Class, with no obvious weaknesses and a focus on shapeshifting. While Trickster and Evolutionary Pressure were either redundant with existing abilities or highly situational, Shapechange was incredibly powerful and Simon had seen what Karmic Form could achieve for Vouivre. It was such a pity he had no Devour Crestone slots left to consume either of them.

I wonder what Karmic Form would turn me into—Simon froze as a chill traveled down his spine. A cloud of doom and gloom had fallen over him, turning his blood to ice. What… What's this?

He couldn’t exactly put it into words. An instinct from the very depths of his soul recoiled with dread at the mere thought of using Karmic Form. He searched inside himself before he realized this sensation came from the Overlord Class itself. 

Its spirit warned him not to use Karmic Form. 

But… why? Would it negatively affect the Overlord Class somehow?

‘You cannot put on your human outfit here.’ Simon’s heartbeat quickened as he recalled those words from the void. If my Class treats my human self as a disguise then… what lurks beneath? 

Simon decided he wasn’t willing to take the risk of trying it out if his own Class warned him against it, so he stored the Beast Crestone in his Inventory and put his Overlord armor back on. There was no point in testing it if he couldn’t devour the Perk anyway.

In any case, Vouivre was dead, her army broken, and her followers decimated. Telluria belonged to Endymion now, and while they had yet to find where Vouivre stashed the Chest of Worlds, they could seek it at their leisure. The northeast was finally secured.

However, no one on the High Council was in the mood to celebrate this victory.

“They have my daughter,” Maublanc rasped at the table, his fists shaking with rage and worry. The Chancellor had returned in a hurry to the castle with the empress upon learning of Anna’s abduction alongside Marshal Beatrice, leaving Dassein temporarily in charge of the Tellurian front. “They have my daughter.”

“Not for long,” Simon reassured him. “I am tracking down their every move. Our spies and agents abroad are already on the case–”

“This is not enough!” Maublanc slammed the table in a rare fit of anger. “I will not allow my daughter to be held by demon worshippers!”

“Watch your tongue, Chancellor,” Mastemo warned him. “I understand your grief and concern, but it does not give you the right to disrespect His Majesty. We are doing everything in our power to recover her.”

“We are not! There is an asset we can still mobilize!” Maublanc tightened his fists. “Cocagne!”

Simon immediately put two and two together. “Remedia and Norbelle can cast advanced teleportation spells, and I have a direct connection to Anna’s current location.”

“And they can transport many people at once,” Maublanc argued. “Remedia is bound by our alliance’s terms to assist us. It is time she proved those weren’t empty promises. Allow me to organize the operation, Your Majesty. I will lead our troops and recover my daughter myself.”

Maublanc was quite the fearsome force to behold when enraged. Simon wondered if he gave a similar speech after learning of what happened to Anna in Telluria during the last reign. 

However, Shabram pointed out the obvious issue with the plan. “Teleporting a strike team into Lore will be seen as an act of war, especially if Your Majesty goes himself.”

“They already started one when the elves teleported into Frightwall,” Odette pointed out. 

“There was no Paladin or the like among the attack force, so Illusea likely acted without Lore’s consent,” Simon noted. “But this does provide us with an excuse. Verney is a Lorean count.”

“Indeed,” Mastemo said, “Lore cannot complain about us recovering an innocent hostage taken by a disguised archdemon in their midst with the assistance of their elven allies. This might even let us create a rift in the White Unicorn.”

Simon nodded in assent before he realized one council member had been strangely silent so far. Euphemia seemed lost in her thoughts, a grim scowl on her face. 

“Do you agree with this plan?” Simon asked her.

Euphemia cautiously nodded. “I have means of contacting Norbelle in emergencies. I can pass along the message.”

That took Simon by surprise. Euphemia was usually the voice of diplomacy at the table, and not one to act rashly. Did she care for Anna and Maublanc enough to go along with the plan, or did the whole situation spook her to her core?

“What of that cur, Louis?” Lady Beatrice inquired. “Shall we dispose of him before he runs off again?”

“No,” Simon decided. “As much as I distrust him, he has gathered valuable information on Verney, and our interests align when it comes to Illusea. I will grant him a respite for now.” 

Maublanc quickly caught on. “It’s war with Illusea, then?”

He asked that with such eagerness too. His daughter’s kidnapping had single-handedly changed his political affiliation. 

“Yes,” Simon confirmed. He had hoped for another outcome, but he would rather be on the offense than on the backfoot. The Oracle had her chance for peace and she blew it. “We will repay the elves for their treachery once we’ve finished incorporating Telluria and recovered Anna.”

Weakness invited attack, and he couldn’t let the assault on his castle slide. Moreover, he now had the perfect excuse to strike back at Illusea. Other nations could hardly take the elves’ side after they betrayed his overtures. 

Still, Euphemia’s silence was starting to bother Simon. She hadn’t even argued about what to do with Louis. 

The rest of the discussion moved on to their next operations, from recovering the Two-Tailed Fish from Telluria with Eole’s help to how to best use the Beast and Rogue Crestone. There was unfortunately no clear candidate for it, since its schematics had been long lost and no one in the imperial army made much use of its Vassal Classes. Simon guessed Casval could serve as his sister’s replacement once properly reformed. He was still in Dassein’s custody according to reports, and Simon hoped to visit him soon. Until then, he would forward the Crestones to Lauriane to at least extract their blueprints.

The High Council dispersed afterwards, though Euphemia finally spoke up again. “Your Excellency, could you stay with us a moment more?”

Simon frowned as only the three of them remained behind. “What’s on your mind, Euphemia?”

“I…” Euphemia cleared her throat. “I had a vision after my battle with Vouivre.”

Mastemo’s head perked up with interest. “A Visionary vision?”

“Yes,” Euphemia confirmed. She sounded quieter, almost subdued. “I haven't had such a clear and vivid one since I married Balzam.”

That was new, as far as Simon knew. If Euphemia had such a vision in a past reign, she never shared it with the High Council. He would have learned of it through Shabram otherwise. 

Simon didn’t fully understand Visionary visions since he wasn’t a Light-aligned one himself. He knew Euphemia learned she was destined to inherit the Judge Class and lead the war against Gargauth through lucid trances, and that she had often glimpsed the future in her dreams, but he had enough experience with the Oracle’s paranoia to distrust them a fair bit.

“What did you see?” Simon asked.

“I…” Euphemia gulped and straightened up. “I saw the Prophetess Pharis reborn descending upon Agares in a flash of radiant light and asking me to wield the Judge Crestone in the service of the Light.”

Mastemo remained eerily quiet, while Simon frowned in disbelief. “Mardok murdered Pharis,” he pointed out the obvious. “Are you sure it wasn’t a metaphor of some kind?”

“No,” Euphemia insisted. “It was clear and vivid like never before.”

“Mardok indeed slew the Prophetess in his blasphemous fury, but wise Pharis famously promised that she would one day return to lead the faithful by the will of the Light,” Mastemo said, his voice rising with excitement. He had taken Euphemia’s words at face value. “It is no doubt a message from the highest of heavens that a golden age will soon be upon us.”

I doubt that. Simon knew from experience no prophet would come to save the world from the Zodiac Parade, though it struck him as odd that Euphemia would receive this vision in a reign when Anna ended up abducted. Pharis received a revelation from the Light Megalith, which likely seals the Maiden somehow… could it be some sort of failsafe triggering?

“This vision felt… imminent,” Euphemia admitted. “I felt I had to go to Agares as soon as possible. That I am being called there.”

“Then there is no time to waste,” Mastemo said hurriedly. “We must depart at once to witness this miracle.”

Simon didn’t share the High Confessor’s enthusiasm, but while rescuing Anna was their priority, he admitted he was curious. This was an unheard of deviation from the previous reigns as far as he could tell. Euphemia herself appeared indecisive on the matter, if not outright shaken. Returning to her lost home probably filled her with conflicting feelings. 

This was all a rather strange setup either way. Helel was sealed by the Light Megalith and about to receive her ideal host, not to mention Simon’s Prayers interacted strangely with Miasmic Archmage. Could this be a trap? The Church of the Light insisted that Visionary visions couldn’t be falsified or altered, but there were too many strange occurrences at work…

Still, he had to investigate. This might provide a lead on what was truly going on with the Light Megalith and whatever divine power Verney had been after. And if the bastard dared to set a trap for him again, then he would suffer for it.

“I suppose it doesn’t hurt to check,” Simon decided. 



Agares was roughly half a day’s travel away from Marthrone on an airship. 

Owing to having been the birthplace of a Saint, the village’s ruins had become a holy site to the Church of the Light and which pilgrims could visit. Templars had protected the site for years and left it untouched.

Mastemo was so confident in Euphemia’s vision that he proposed they make the trip on his own personal airship, bringing Beatrice and his personal guard along. Louis went along with them, largely because Euphemia didn’t trust him not to try and escape the moment she left. 

Simon himself remained in contact with Shabram through her brand to remain informed of Maublanc’s plans and a certain investigation.

“All the Attic passages located inside the castle had doorknobs of more recent manufacture than the doors themselves, which suggests they were replaced at a later date,” Shabram said. “A craftsman could have replaced them during a routine interior redecoration project.”

“So that’s what happened… Valravn didn’t transform existing doors himself, he slipped us marked doorknobs.” The clever bastard. “This suggests he doesn’t need to mark an entire door for his ability to function.”

“I am currently investigating who could have installed them. We are also checking every passage Ser Hector indicated, and Lady Lauriane’s studies indicate we could craft ‘keys’ capable of opening them, but the Attic’s collapse put a damper on that project.” 

“Keep looking. There’s always a chance that Valravn might recreate his Attic and reactivate existing portals.” Simon cut off the communication and focused on Euphemia, who had spent their entire ride looking through the porthole. “You look uneasy.”

Euphemia didn’t spare him a glance. “I haven’t returned home since the Reformation.”

“Home,” Simon noted. “Even after all these years, you don’t consider Frightwall your home.”

His wife scowled, but she didn’t deny it. “No, I do not.” She rested her head on her fist. “I am questioning many assumptions I took for granted.”

Like Maublanc’s affection for you? Simon knew better than to voice this out loud and instead asked, “Such as?” 

“I slew Gargauth’s spawn, as I killed her father, and crushed her beastmen army underfoot as I set out to do… yet it brought me no satisfaction, no more than watching the lands I fought so hard to unify from on high.” 

“Are you proud of what you have achieved?” 

“It doesn’t matter. Bringing peace to Endymion is my duty.”

“A duty to whom? The gods? My father?” Simon shrugged his shoulders. “If living for others doesn’t make you happy, then you should reconsider your life choices.”

Euphemia glared at him. “Don’t you dare lecture me.”

“I’m being sincere,” Simon replied. He genuinely wanted this alliance to work and helping his new wife resolve her issues would help out greatly. “When was the last time you were truly happy, without reservations or afterthoughts?”

It should have been an easy question, but it took Euphemia a full minute to come up with an answer. 

“When Norbelle was born,” she said, though that realization brought no smile to her lips. “Her pregnancy was difficult, but she and Thalas were the only good things to come out of my first marriage.”

At least she loved her kids, unlike Balzam. That alone made her the better person of the two in Simon’s mind, without even taking all of his father’s atrocities into account. 

“Go on, say it.” Euphemia met his gaze with a cold frown. “Say I wasted half my life.”

“You’re only halfway through your thirties,” Simon countered. “You can look forward to many more decades, assuming we survive through the Zodiac Parade. It’s not too late for you to take another path in life.”

Euphemia remained silent a moment, her gaze softening a bit. 

“What?” Simon asked. 

“I never had these conversations with your father. He never let me consider an idea he didn’t have first.” Euphemia cracked a small, precious smile. “You and he differ more than I thought.”

“A kind compliment.” Simon returned her smile. “I told you I would make this union work, if that’s what you ask of me.”

“This wasn’t what I had in mind when I insisted we share damage in the marriage contract.” Euphemia’s smile faded away. “The fact that our enemies can bypass my Laws bothers me. Even I cannot break them.”

“How do they even work?” Simon inquired. “They sound rather similar to my Edicts.”

He half-expected Euphemia to keep the information to herself in case he might try to exploit a loophole, but he seemed to have earned enough of her trust for her to open up a bit. “Laws differ from contracts in that they don’t have to be agreed upon, though they have a range limit,” she explained. “I must set the condition and then the punishment. Anyone who violates the former in the area of effect immediately suffers the latter, without fail.” 

“Including yourself?”

Euphemia gave him a bemused look. “It is a poor judge who is above their own laws. I can only have a set number of Laws active in a single overlapping space, but they continue to apply even if I leave their perimeter.”

“Interesting…” Simon stroked his chin. “My Edicts work in reverse. Everyone in the area is targeted by an effect, but I must include an exit clause.”

“They differ in another area too,” Euphemia pointed. “My Law’s punishment is something I can do with a Perk or a spell, like trapping someone in Stasis or smiting them, but I doubt you could destroy an entire valley on your lonesome in one attack.”

“Not in a single attack, but I could incinerate an area as large as Rust Valley if I spent days casting Hellfire.” Come to think of it, he could also cloak himself in shadows with Nightveil and darkness was among the Overlord’s strongest affinity. Maybe he could darken an area with miasma like the Edict of the Endless Night on a smaller scale? 

“Summoning flames is one thing, setting the earth on fire and forcing it to vomit lava is another,” Euphemia countered. “My Laws punish transgressions, but your Edicts alter the very fabric of reality.”

“Still, I feel these similarities are worth exploring.” Simon locked eyes with his wife. “Would you mind helping me research this? I wonder if I could create more Edicts with your guidance.”

“Why not.” Euphemia glanced back through the porthole. “It’s still a few hours away from home.”
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  Laws weren’t so different from curses at the end of the day.

From what Simon gathered from his discussions with Euphemia, they, alongside most divination and some chronomancy spells, revolved around manipulating causality and predeterminated courses of events. Actions and punishment, or a promised relief from pain.

“All Laws and curses are a form of contract, at the end of the day,” Euphemia summarized. “Do not do this, and you shall not suffer; if you offend me, then you will suffer. The tighter the connection between cause and effect, the stronger the magic’s hold on its victim, especially when seasoned with irony.”

Simon blinked. “Irony?”

“Classes aren’t the only things influenced by stories and perception. Laws and curses both rely on a resonance between a punishment and either its cause or exit. A clear…” Euphemia hesitated a moment. “Theme connecting the two strengthens the magic. A Law avenging murder with execution will be stronger than one providing a lighter punishment, though that may sound counterintuitive.”

“So you are saying that the more appropriate the punishment, the stronger the curse?”

“Yes. It is why there are countless stories of thieves being cursed for profaning a tomb, or stealing a mighty wizard’s prized possession. Some curses arise naturally from ill-will born of a transgression, even when the offended party is dead and gone.” Euphemia played with her glass of wine. “Those curses are always karmically appropriate by their very nature. A greedy man turns everything he touches to gold, even his food and drink, until he starves. A cruel lord guilty of cannibalism is transformed into a monstrous wolf so his true self becomes visible to all, and so on.”

Simon pondered this information. “So, if my Edicts are no different than curses besides their power and scale, then they should follow the same logic. The more ironic the exit clause, the stronger its effect.”

“Yes. My husband’s Edict in Bujan summoned storms until all ships had been wiped out from the area. You can see the obvious connection between the two. I assume you could do something similar, such as raising the dead as shambling corpses until a certain person is slain.”

That sounded rather plausible indeed, since Simon’s own Dungeons could already create zombies and other animated corpses on their own. He could also see how his current Edicts thematically connected with his Overlord Class: Endless Night echoed its title as the Lord of Dark, and Wounded Earth represented its destructive nature.

What other themes could he draw upon? Undeath was a given, and his father called upon wrathful storms. Slavery mayhaps? Or time-manipulation? Could he freeze an entire piece of the world in time, trapping all of its denizens within?

A telepathic contact from Shabram interrupted his questions. “Your Majesty, Lady Norbelle and Queen Remedia agreed to support our operation, which will start soon. Can you please confirm Lady Anna’s location?” 

“The Holy Cathedral of Serras,” Simon replied after checking Anna’s location. “It seems they’ve already broken into it.”

“Queen Remedia is thankfully familiar with the area and can teleport Lord Maublanc’s team directly there. I shall keep you informed of any new developments.”

The airship began to slow down as Simon cut off communications until they finally landed in Agares.

Nestled among the lush vegetation and flowery hills endemic to the border between Telluria and the imperial heartlands, it must have once been a very peaceful and tranquil hamlet. A few crumbling cobblestone houses bearing traces of fire damage remained alongside an old well, but the only people present were Templar sentries guarding the area as a holy site to the Church of the Light.

The airship landed in a flower field nearby, allowing Simon, Euphemia, Mastemo, Louis, and their escort to climb down from it. Simon had taken Belzemine along for the ride as well, in case the elves tried to abduct her while he wasn’t looking, and he carried Lotan’s grimoire under his arm for safety.

It is a beautiful place, Simon thought as he observed the area. Nature had taken over the ruins, with flowers and moss growing over crumbled walls and roofs. The husk of a young, tower-sized manatree stood in its central plaza, its golden sap gleaming in the sunset. The petrified visage of a sleeping dryad was encased in its bark.

“It is the most beautiful tomb I have ever seen,” Louis commented upon exiting the airship, and he was right indeed. This grave may have had more flowers than stone, but it remained an open mausoleum.

Euphemia gazed at her childhood with melancholia, her gaze lingering on the manatree the longest of all. Mastemo and Beatrice offered prayers, while Simon looked around. His Dark Visionary senses detected a faint halo of light over the area. Belzemine frowned as she looked around.

“Is something the matter, Agnes?” Simon asked.

“I… I am not sure, Your Majesty. This place feels familiar somehow.” The elf frowned in confusion, as if trying to recall a distant memory. “Have I… have I visited it once before?”

“Maybe?” Did it have something to do with the strange power dwelling within her? The whole place seemed blessed with its radiance. “What happened to the manatree?”

“It was like this long before my people settled this region,” Euphemia whispered, her hand moving to its gold-covered bark. “My parents believed our Sleeping Mother was in a deep slumber, waiting for the day the Mana Goddess would return to walk these lands, but that she also watched over us in her dreams.”

Louis scoffed in disdain. “Did she?”

“No,” Euphemia conceded, though there was little anger or bitterness in her voice; only sorrow. “When my people prayed for salvation from the beastmen, our pleas went unanswered.”

“It was the Light alone that granted Her Grace aid through its prophetess’ voice,” Mastemo said with the sincere belief of a true fanatic. “Can Your Grace hear her voice still?”

“Not yet…” Euphemia’s fingers brushed against the gilded bark. “But I feel something will happen soon.”

So did Simon. He didn’t know why or how, but he couldn’t shake a pervading, gloomy feeling that danger lurked nearby. Even Louis appeared to detect it on some level, his hand clutching his sword’s handle.

As for Belzemine, she stared at the tree with focused intent. “What…” She held her head. “What did I forget?”

What… What is this? Simon frowned as he noticed the ambient light brightening. He at first mistook it for mana rising from the tree, but his training with Norbelle had enhanced his sensitivity to magic enough that he could notice the black particle flaring into shining stars around him. Miasma is being purified into mana. 

Then a stranger appeared at the foot of the tree in a flash of light.

She was an apparition, a mirage, a ghost in the light cast by the sunset filtered through the branches; a woman of great beauty, with long flowing silver hair and three golden eyes, clad in the Judge’s robes.

Was this Pharis? She looked different from official portraits and artistic representations of her, yet so familiar… so much like–

“Anna?” Louis asked with a slight frown.

The resemblance was subtle yet unmistakable, like a mother and daughter. Simon’s eyes widened as he suddenly realized what kind of divine power Valravn had sought to extract from her. Could Anna descend from Pharis? Or be her reincarnation?

A deep and awed silence fell upon the worshipers of the Light present. Mastemo and the Templars immediately bowed in obedience, their hands joined in prayer, while Euphemia straightened up, her three eyes wide open.

The specter’s lips moved on their own, and though no words came out of them, Euphemia seemed to understand them well enough thanks to her Light-Visionary powers.

“She says…” Euphemia cleared her throat and solemnly straightened herself. “That the Light will descend upon us soon, to reclaim what is rightfully hers. That our prayers will be answered. That the Exalted One will return to fulfill her promise.”

The Exalted One? Simon wondered. The Church of the Light denied the Mana Goddess’ power and deemed her undeserving of worship compared to the distant yet omnipresent Light. Is it… is it real? Were the Church’s beliefs true?

“Holy graces,” Mastemo muttered under his breath, hands joined. “A revelation from the Prophetess Herself…”

“She says… she says we must end this meaningless battle for control with our brothers and sisters from across the sea, for we are all the chosen who will inherit Brimir,” Euphemia translated the apparition’s words. “Obedience to the Light is the one true faith. Glory to the Light.”

“Glory to the Light!” the Templars chanted as one.

“And here I thought you priests were blaming a higher power for your own greed and foolhardiness,” Louis mused with contempt. The sacred nature of this vision didn’t trouble him in the slightest. “I stand corrected. Your feeble creed is rotten at its source too.”

Simon himself felt uneasy as he stared at this ghost. Although she appeared clothed in light, she seemed… wrong somehow. He put on his Overlord armor and focused on her with his third eye of darkness.

“She says it is time to bring forth the eternal Dominion of the Light, where all the faithful are united as one. That we must purify the world–” Euphemia’s eyes widened slightly, her skin paling. “By…”

The ghost… the ghost was made of miasma purified into mana, the same way Simon’s own false holiness changed his aura. Simon peered through that veil of light into the darkness beneath…

“–by exterminating the unfaithful and the unbelievers.”

And then he saw what their Prophetess truly looked like.

Her fair face was a malformed, golden skull with darkness oozing from its toothless maw and shadows swirling in her eyes. She was a corpse clothed in gold, the mother of lies.

“We must put the fear of the Light in their souls, drive our swords into their hearts, and bring fire to their homes,” the ghost said pitilessly, with a shaken Euphemia echoing her words. “We… we must pile their bodies in great pyres whose smoke reaches all the way to the sky. We must be pure of purpose and without mercy, like the blazing sun–”

“Do you…” Simon stepped back in horror. “Do you see that?”

“See what?” Louis inquired with a frown. “A ghost whispering nonsense?”

“I… I do, Your Majesty…” Belzemine had grown pale. She could see the truth too. “I see her as she is.”

“Burn the children of the False Goddess and cast the wicked into Hell,” Euphemia said alongside this parody of a prophetess. “Suffer not the dark ones to live without fear of the Light. Suffer not distorted thoughts. Suffer not the filth of dissent. Suffer not the Lord of Dark to live. Suffer not the eidolons and the dryads. The Light alone is real. Glory to the Light.”

“Glory to the Light!” the Templars chanted as one chorus, one voice speaking through many mouths.

This is a trick, Simon thought. This isn’t the real–

He sensed a connection snap in the depths of his soul, and a message flared in front of his eyes.


Anna-Helel, Maiden of Control, has left your party.



No…

“Kill those who deny the truth. Kill the blind and the doubtful. Kill the Overlord. Kill them all.” Euphemia’s face was now twisted with fear. “Be pure. Be mindless. Be silent. Be grateful. Death to those who oppose the Light. Death. Death. Death.”

Light swallowed Simon’s vision.

He had called upon his connection to the Light Megalith often enough to sense it activating, except this time it was in reverse. He did not contact it; the Megalith instead forcefully poured its power through the bridge of faith they had consolidated across the reigns and turned it into a noose tightening on his throat.

A trap’s jaws snapped shut.

A flash brighter than the sun illuminated Simon’s world, burning his eyes inside their sockets and setting his mind ablaze. A vision forced its way into his soul and filled it with its radiance. He saw a clear and translucent crystal floating in a universe of sunlight, at the center of which grew a six-winged shadow, staring at him, smiling at Simon.

“Be afraid,” Anna’s voice said kindly, her words echoing with otherworldly malice. “Be very afraid.”

The light tried to burn away his thoughts, to extinguish his will and fill his heart with its radiance, to streamline his thoughts into blind worship…

“The Light wills it,” Pharis’ voice echoed, blending with Anna’s. “The Light wills it.”

But there was no light that could conquer true darkness.


Crown of Control negated by Indomitable Crown!



The invincible night in the heart of his soul devoured the unholy radiance and restored him to reality, where a chorus of screams welcomed him.

All the Templars present were shrieking as one, alongside Euphemia, Mastemo, and Belzemine. Halos of light shone above all of their heads, spiked crowns of radiance whose crystal thorns drilled their way into their skulls and souls. Louis alone was unaffected, if not outright serene and vaguely curious, like a bored lion wondering why rats were spasming on the floor. Simon wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, but he had a fairly good idea.

The Maiden had broken free and somehow subverted the Light Megalith.

Reacting instantly, Simon blasted the Pharis apparition with his Hellfire Gaze, burning it to nothingness and setting the manatree on fire. He had hoped this would end the connection, but he went with a more drastic option when that failed.

“Dreadful Aura!”

His aura pulsed around him in a wave of darkness and terror that shut down all Prayers and Holy effects around him through his Heretic Title. Simon knew from experience that any Templar above level 5 was immune to Terror, which his Perk’s Instadeath effect required to work, so most survived. His magic shut down their connection to the Light Megalith and shattered their halos. Beatrice and most of the Templars nearby collapsed on the ground as they broke out of their trances, as did Mastemo. It appeared Simon’s latest levels had put him ahead of the Cleric.

Unfortunately, Simon’s Dreadful Aura only affected individuals weaker than he was. Belzemine and Euphemia were too high-level for him to suppress their connection to the Light Megalith. They both held their heads while their halos grew brighter.

“Fight her!” Simon shouted at them.

“I…” Euphemia grit her teeth. “She’s… our god…”

“She’s lying!” Simon snapped at her. “She’s no holy light, but an imposter and a Zodiac Fiend! Fight her off!”

“I… no more lies…” Euphemia put on her Judge outfit, her Noble Crestone’s power pushing back the halo closing in on her soul. She grabbed the crown with her bare hands and Simon could feel her burns through their bond. “I serve… no more!”

She roared as she ripped the halo apart, shattering it to pieces.

However, Belzemine had no such luck. Her Devil Brands burned on her skin in response to his order to fight, with darkness and light warring for control of her soul. The otherworldly glow that always surrounded her brightened until Simon had to close his third eye of darkness so as not to be blinded.

“Belzemine!” he called out too late.

The light within Belzemine erupted into a pillar that burned her to a crisp, leaving only a charred skeleton in a ring of burning grass. Her death reverberated through the brands and left Simon reeling with pain.

But he had no time to mourn or cry.

“Brother.” Louis unsheathed his sword and put on his Hellblade outfit. “Do I have your permission to clip some wings?”

Simon looked around to find monsters surrounding them.

Simon’s Dreadful Aura only had a limited range, and it only engulfed those closest to him. The Templars beyond his reach had undergone a startling transformation. Their Class armor had merged with their flesh and turned into a layer of translucent crystal, black spheres crowned with light floating above their heads, while rays of light poured out of their visors. Manalith wings had grown out of their backs, and glowing blades materialized in their hands. They advanced upon them like puppets moved by an unseen will and driven to kill.

“Yes,” Simon said, Balefire teleporting into his hand. “Yes, you do.”

  

    
        Chapter 190: Lux Vult (20)

    
    
    
    
  The first thing Simon did was grow to a colossal size.

Using this ability here rather than at Frighwall diminished its power, leaving Simon roughly the size of Vouivre rather than towering over the dragon, but that was sufficient to bathe all of Agares in his Dreadful Aura. He had hoped it would free the victims from their possession. 

He was wrong.

Unfortunately, none of the monstrous Templars regained their original forms. They flew at him and his group with single-minded focus and murderous intent. 

“Glory to the Light!” they chanted, all their voices a chorus united by a single will. “Throw down your arms and submit to the Light! Be pure! Be mindless!”

Well, I tried, Simon thought as he blasted the nearest of them with Hellfire Gaze, vaporizing dozens and swinging his weapon down at others. Most attempted to swarm him, since he was the bigger target, while others clashed blades with Louis. Their blades hurt like wasp stingers that penetrated his armor of shadows. 


Supereffective damage!



Simon put the possessed Templars at around level 30, pushing 40. They were hardly a match for him at this point, but that still represented a great jump in power from the common Templar stock they rose from. They were fearless too, and thus immune to his aura.

Thankfully, they could not ignore the law of the land. 

“Flying is forbidden on the pain of beheading!” Euphemia snarled.

Her Law took hold of Agares, slicing the heads of dozens of flyers and leaving the rest stranded on the ground for Louis to tear through. The Hellblade sliced them apart in a blinding dance of death, stepping past falling limbs and corpses. Euphemia smashed a handful with her warhammer, and while the remaining sane Templars focused on surrounding and protecting Mastemo, the High Confessor quickly cast a non-Prayer spell to support his allies. 

“Icy Stillness!” he thundered, ice magic coursing through Agares. Inches-wide blocks of ice swiftly encased the possessed Templars in place and trapped them. Louis sliced those that escaped in the blink of an eye, their light going dark. 

The battle had ended in moments, but such were the wages of minions fighting high-level Noble Crestone users. Simon glanced at his allies on the ground. “Can you free them from the Maiden’s control?”

“I’ll try,” Euphemia replied as she cast Prayers of her own. “Waterstone of the Ancient, cleanse this wayward soul with holy water! Spirit Purification.”

She encircled one of the frozen victims into two streams of glowing water rising in a whirlpool around them. Holy energies capable of cleansing most ailments and impurities swirled around the transformed Templar, to no avail.

The transformation remained unbroken.

“My Prayer doesn’t see anything wrong with them,” Euphemia said with a deep scowl. “This is their natural state now.” 

“So it might be permanent,” Simon said, which he took as terrible news. If everyone who had ever prayed to the Light Megalith could be infected, then the whole world now faced an awful disaster. “At least it appears the Water Megalith is untouched.”

“What’s going on?” Mastemo inquired, his fingers trembling. “What is the meaning of this?! Did Saint Pharis’ angel contact us?!”

“It was a usurper,” Simon insisted. “Maublanc failed, and Anna…” His voice died in his throat, while Euphemia scowled in concern for the Paimon family. “The Maiden Zodiac Fiend possessed Anna. I am not sure how, but she has somehow usurped the Light Megalith’s power and used it to corrupt others.”

“She… tricked my visions?” Euphemia asked, her skin growing pale as a dreadful realization dawned upon her. “Can an archdemon interfere with them?”

“Good thing I never believed then,” Louis mused. 

“This is blasphemous!” Mastemo replied in disbelief. “No power in this world can subvert the Light!”

“Perhaps your god is not as absolute as you believe it to be,” Louis mocked him. “Or mayhaps Your Excellency was barking up the wrong tree from the start. You should thank the Overlord for saving your soul, since his power is clearly superior.”

“Silence, you wretch!” Mastemo pointed an angry finger at Louis. “I will not allow a faithless cur to besmirch the Light’s name!”

Simon ignored them as he focused on his Devil Brands, contacting Shabram and his minions across the empire; or rather, answering their alarmed calls. 

“Your Majesty, there is unrest in Marthrone!” Shabram warned him with rising panic. “Fires have risen in the cathedral district! The city’s priests and templars have gone mad, and are attacking our troops!”

It’s happening worldwide, Simon realized to his horror as his minions in Telluria, Magvolia, and other places reported similar happenstance: anyone capable of casting Light Megalith Prayers—namely the empire’s entire religious establishment—had transformed into those crystalline knights and then started attacking imperial troops. Only the Templars and Priests inside Frightwall appeared unaffected due to Simon’s power blocking their Light Megalith’s connection to them inside the fortifications. 

War Party-controlled areas would unironically be the safest places in the entire empire in the coming days, with one cruel exception: the Goetia Research Facility. Templars had been deployed there to ensure the War Party couldn’t fully control it, which meant the Maiden’s thralls were inside the base and within reach of Lauriane. 

His sister was in danger. 

“What of Maublanc?” Simon asked Shabram, his fist clenching. “Is he still alive?”

“We have lost contact with his forces,” Shabram admitted. “Queen Remedia teleported them to Serras as asked, though she refused to join them to avoid participating in a potential international incident. Princess Norbelle was supposed to handle the return trip.”

Maublanc must have failed to prevent Anna’s merging with the Maiden, which meant he was either dead or worse, under her control. Simon immediately checked Norbelle’s Party System entry to find that she was now in an imperial safehouse in Valendre rather than Lore or Cocagne. She had probably teleported away when the battle turned against her.

What of the Lighthouse, which now probably crawled with transformed Maiden thralls? And if Helel was free, then she might try to free Nodens, which meant the Sanctuary was in imminent danger too. 

There were too many open fronts all at once.

“Kill or capture those monsters for study,” Simon ordered Shabram. Considering the Maiden controlled them, they couldn’t allow them to properly organize. “The enemy can transform anyone capable of praying to the Light Megalith. Those who are still sane will be safe inside Frightwall. Wipe out all the others.“

Simon cut off communications and then turned to his allies. “This is happening across the entire world, as far as I can tell,” he warned them while he shrank back to normal size. “Everyone capable of casting Light Megalith Prayers is being affected.” 

“This is… impossible…” Mastemo held his mirror-mask as if struggling with a headache. “This cannot be happening…”

“What of Norbelle?” Euphemia immediately asked with concern. “Is she alright?”

“She retreated to a safehouse in Valendre, but she’s alive.”

“Lauriane will need our help,” Louis pointed out. “She is surrounded by zealots.”

“Yes… yes she is,” Simon conceded as he proceeded to outline his plan. “We must disperse and protect all of our strongholds. Our people need our leadership.”

“I must… I must return to the Lighthouse,” Mastemo said immediately, still holding his skull. “We must… must protect the Water Megalith.”

“That is madness, Your Excellency!” Simon countered. “You will fall back under the Maiden’s influence the moment you leave my aura’s range.”

“I fear no demons… nor mental influence in my Cleric Temple. The enchantments will protect us.” Mastemo gripped his staff with a mix of rage and resolve as his hand let go of his mask. “Too many fiends lie sealed in the depths. We cannot allow their brethren to free them.”

Simon was about to protest when an idea crossed his mind. “Lotan the Isolator, come forth!” he called out to his grimoire. The demon materialized in a cloud of miasma in front of the group, his eyes filled with hatred. “Put His Excellency and his Templars under your Crushing Loneliness!”

Lotan glared at him for ordering him around, but the grimoire compelled him to obey nonetheless. He cursed Mastemo and his allies with his magic, and Simon then asked them to walk out of his aura’s range. They did so without falling victim to Helel’s Crown of Control.

“What an awful feeling, to be deaf to the Light…” Mastemo complained. “Yet I do not hear the false idol.”

“None of my Prayers are working either,” Beatrice said after attempting to cast a spell. “My pleas go unanswered.”

Simon nodded with enthusiasm. This opened a possibility for a counterattack. “Lotan can provide the same protection I can.”

“Then I will take the grimoire, join His Excellency in traveling to Valendre, and regroup with Norbelle,” Euphemia said with a tone that brooked no disobedience, then faced Simon. “You must go back to the capital and show our people our regime remains in control. They must see the Overlord in action, or they will panic.”

Simon nodded warily. This was a truly disastrous outcome, and only the first day in what he feared would be a long war. 

Euphemia glared at Louis. “I trust you are not foolish enough to stab us in the back?”

“Why would I?” Louis smiled from ear to ear. The whole situation delighted him, and he alone looked unbearably happy. “I applaud your decision to purge your own party, and I will gladly support it.”

Euphemia seemed to contemplate smiting him on the spot, but then exchanged a wary glance with her husband. Simon reluctantly opened his Inventory and tossed his half-brother his Warrior Crestone. He grabbed it with the eagerness of a man long deprived of his beloved wife. 

“Do not make me regret this,” Simon warned him. 

“Are you doubting me still, brother? I promised I would not betray you.” Louis put on his Warrior outfit and took a deep breath. “I must say, Simon… this is the best of all worlds.”



The bells tolled for bloody weeks. 

The group split up after their discussion, with Mastemo’s group taking the airship back to Valendre while Simon returned to Frightwall and Louis was dispatched to Magvolia to rescue Lauriane. The very first thing Simon did on arrival was to summon his dracozombie and then hunt down the ‘angels’—as the population had begun to call them—by blasting them out of the sky. 

The worst part? He had grown so strong that murdering his own brainwashed subjects yielded little experience. The Overlord Class now treated such matters as a chore expected of his position. 

It took two days and nights to purge all the monsters from his capital, and they had to torch a good chunk of the cathedral district to do so, after which Simon proceeded to purge the countryside. Almost every city in the empire had a small group of Inquisitors or Priests tasked with spreading the teachings of the Light to the people, though thankfully not all of them could cast Prayers. Vassal Crestones weren’t that common, and tributaries like Scaland or Fablan had such a small church presence that they remained unaffected. 

However, the death toll was immense. While a level 40 monster was a mere annoyance to someone like Simon, it was a walking disaster for unclassed citizens, not to mention that the angels could cast Prayers and organize. 

Their tactics changed as days went by. Whereas they simply rampaged in the name of the Light during the first days, they swiftly began to regroup and strike imperial facilities, blowing up railroads, bombarding garrisons, and torching storehouses. 

Someone had organized them into a proper army with a global strategy. Someone with intimate knowledge of the imperial war machine. Simon could only think of one candidate, which meant they could expect an invasion sometime soon. 

Moreover, watching messengers of the Light rampage around caused mass hysteria among the people. Some believed it was a test from the gods, while others believed that Endymion was being punished for serving the Overlord. Simon had to decree martial law across the entire empire to keep the peace. 

In hindsight, Simon realized he should have gone with the strike team. He thought the elves and Illusea would have had defenses in place to seal the Maiden, considering how confident they had been that she couldn’t escape in his previous reign. Did the Oracle hate him so much that she allowed this outcome to happen in the hopes that they would kill each other? She would be mad to sacrifice Lore, but her behavior made so little sense that Simon couldn’t exclude the possibility.

Either way, they abruptly stopped receiving information from Lore. All of Shabram’s spies there began to fall silent one after another. A dark cloud had fallen over the Holy Kingdom, and Simon had no doubt that they were facing an even worse crisis than their own. Cocagne was too swamped with its own insurrections to provide assistance. 

There were at least some silver linings. The low Church presence in Telluria meant Dassein quickly pacified the region and then dispatched troops to assist others elsewhere, and while all Templars inside the Goetia Research Facility had indeed transformed, Simon’s decision to allow Lauriane to retain full control of the security forces played in her favor. His sister’s troops and warbeasts purged the Crestone factory with only minor damage to its infrastructure, and Louis gleefully massacred pockets of resistance in Magvolia. 

“Secure and blockade the Dragonsea ports,” Simon ordered him through messages. “Don’t allow any ship from the west to cross over, whether from Lore, Valne, or even Muse. Great trouble will come from that side.”

A full week passed before Euphemia’s group returned to Frightwall, with Norbelle among them. Simon only had to take a look at his sister and notice the lack of a smug grin on her face to tell that they had bad news, alongside the fact that they were short of a High Confessor. 

“The Lighthouse has fallen,” his empress said the moment they reunited.

This just keeps getting better and better, Simon thought. “What happened?”

“It fell, literally,” Norbelle replied. Perhaps the most frightening thing about this entire ordeal was that the brat looked serious. “It collapsed into the sea alongside a good chunk of Valendre.”

“The entire tower was already overrun when we arrived,” Euphemia said quietly. “Everyone who hadn’t been transformed was dead, and the invaders were breaking into the vaults below.”

“His Excellency… His Excellency decided they couldn’t be allowed to escape the tower with the Church’s treasures, or disturb the vaults,” Beatrice said. The Templar leader wasn’t the kind to cry, but her voice betrayed her sorrow. “He… stayed behind to trigger a self-destruct mechanism. The Water Megalith poured out a holy flood that sank the tip of Valendre into the sea.”

“Is Mastemo…” Simon grit his teeth. “Is he dead?”

“We do not know,” Beatrice admitted. Which meant his Noble Crestone and Zodiac Fiend crystal were unaccounted for. 

“All of Valendre remains infested with the creatures.” Euphemia took a deep breath. “At this stage… I fear that airship and eidolon bombardments are our least destructive options left.”

It was truly the end of the world when Euphemia Agares-Magnos was suggesting tactics straight out of the War Party’s playbook. 

“What happened?” Simon asked Norbelle. “Any detail matters.”

“The faceless man and his cronies were already inside the Serras Cathedral when we arrived,” Norbelle admitted. “They were let in, while we had to fight our way inside.”

Verney was a heavy supporter of the Lorean Orthodoxy, so he probably had priests in his pockets, Simon thought as he put the pieces together. He was laying the groundwork for the day he found a suitable host for the Maiden. 

“Obviously, they were no match for Uncle Maublanc and me, so we broke in. The faceless dick and the Paladin’s party were fighting in the nave.” 

“The Paladin?” Simon inquired in surprise. Had the Oracle finally realized the disaster she had unleashed upon them all?

“And like all of his predecessors, he was too late. Some rotting mummy was pressing Anna’s face against the Light Megalith, and she… drowned inside?” Norbelle scowled. “I swear the shiny stone absorbed her, then all hell broke loose.”

“Absorbed…” Simon’s eyes widened. “Could it be?”

“I reached the same conclusion,” Euphemia said. “I suspect this Maiden was sealed inside the Light Megalith. It must have seemed like the perfect prison for the strongest of these Zodiac Fiends; the very nexus of all the world’s holiness, strengthened by the faith of millions.”

That… that made a disturbing amount of sense. The more people believed in the Light, the stronger the Megalith would have grown and thus the tighter the seal. That was the reason why the Oracle had been so confident the Maiden would fail to escape even with the comet’s power at her back. A pity Helel had four hundred years to subvert her prison from within.

And not just any host could have freed her, or Valravn would have found a Maiden-sign darkblooded person years ago, Simon realized. It had to be Anna and her inner light for some reason. Helel needed a key.

“Everyone started falling under her mental control after that,” Norbelle said. “Well, everyone except the Paladin and Uncle Maublanc, but the old fart was too shocked to do anything useful. My Contingency activated and teleported me back to one of my safehouses, after which I chastised that stupid crown for trying to enter me without permission and dumped the Light Megalith.”

“Everyone?” This rang alarms for Simon, since Maublanc’s team included Vassals from multiple Classes that couldn’t cast Prayer spells, which suggested a horrifying possibility. “She doesn’t need a Light Megalith connection to control people at close range.”

“No,” Norbelle confirmed, “And poor Anna has all of Lore for herself.”

If she could transform anyone into an angel slave and also controlled Maublanc, then they could expect an army to pour out of the west. Any day wasted meant she could recruit more slaves, more thralls, more cannon fodder to throw at Endymion. Every war prisoner would become a new foe to kill. She could kill the old, the sick, and the young for levels, or transform them into monsters. They weren’t fighting a state, but a thinking plague. 

Simon considered his options, and quickly reached a simple conclusion: all of his dreams of peace through diplomacy had been dashed. They were now facing an existential threat that demanded total commitment. Hesitation and half-measures meant death or slavery. 

Saving the world… would require sacrifices. 

Euphemia sensed his unease and resolve, then asked, “What do you have in mind, Simon?”

“Recover all the Zodiac Fiend crystals in our territory for immediate weaponization… and call Isabelle Barbatos.” Simon took a deep breath. “We will slow down their advance with fire and brimstone.”
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  “She reshapes their souls?” Simon asked in disbelief. 

“Yes.” Asterion’s voice arose from his crystal, his words melding with the engines and machinery draining him of his miasma to power the airship. “That is Helel’s power, the true essence of her control. She draws in the souls of the meek until they become an extension of her own will, then she molds their spirit into her image.”

“And the effect persists even after the connection is cut?”

“You misunderstand. Once the process is complete, there is no connection, only oneness. Her thralls’ very souls are reshaped into her puppets. Certainly, breaking their bond with Helel will prevent her from issuing them orders, but they will still do her bidding and eagerly reunite with her at the first opportunity. She craves such adoration.” 

This displeased Simon, but didn’t surprise him much. After Lauriane extracted the Minotaur crystal from the Stone Muse—who had apparently been ‘mechanically restrained’ like Goetia’s dryad—Simon had it strapped to an experimental miasma-powered airship capable of accessing the Sanctuary, then spent the entire ride interrogating him.

As expected, Asterion remembered nothing of their encounter in the Abyss during the Dark Visionary ritual, but he was surprisingly forthright when Simon interrogated him about Helel. There was no love lost between the siblings. 

From what he had gathered, Helel used the faith-based connection tying the Light Megalith to its worshipers’ souls to reshape them. She put them through a spiritual lobotomy so intrusive magic couldn’t detect the scars, or recall a state prior to the reshaping. They were simply transformed so thoroughly and utterly that their angelic state was the new ‘normal’ for them. 

This tied into some of the experiments they had run on captured angels. They had had some success with temporarily polymorphing them back into humans with a mixture of the Church of the Light’s shifter ‘cure’ and the now captured Two-Tailed Fish, whose crystal they had bound to its own device, but no form of shapeshifting undid the brainwashing. 

In fact, even killing them and sealing their souls into miasma gems didn’t break the effect. They had checked.

“How did the Nobles Heroes defeat her?” Simon inquired. 

“I do not know. I was not there for it… and I am not certain I would tell you even if I knew. I do not like Helel, but I do not loathe her either.” Asterion remarked a short, heavy pause punctuated by the noise of pistons. “Still, this time feels… different. Her web has a tighter grip on causality, fate, and her captive souls.”

“She’s not the real Light, right? At least assure me of that.”

He could sense Asterion’s amusement on his end of the telepathic connection. “She is no more the Light than I am the Dark, no matter how much she might have convinced herself otherwise. Humility was never chief among Helel’s virtues.”

So she was a mere impostor. Simon didn’t know whether he should feel relieved or not. No one said a fake couldn’t match the original when given enough time and resources. Helel had found a way to blend mana and miasma to empower her abilities, and that made her extremely dangerous. 

“She would be no match for us if we merged,” Asterion suggested. “Your third eye… it was made for me. I can sense it.”

Oh, the irony… “The Overlord within me will not share,” Simon warned him. “Hopefully, we will be able to properly discuss things when Abraxas shines upon your constellation.”

“If you survive that long.” Asterion didn’t sound too hopeful about that part. “You regret this, do you not?”

“I do.” Simon should have joined the strike team in Lore, consequences be damned. He had feared showing up as the Overlord in Lore’s most sacred place would provoke them into a war, and he got a worse one for his trouble. “I was too cautious, too kind.”

“You are neither of those things, Simon Magnos. But you are afraid of yourself.”

“It’s your kindred who should be afraid of me,” Simon replied as he left the engine room. “Of what they’ve forced me to do.”

Everything that would follow would be on their and the Oracle’s head. He had tried a better and more reasonable path, but it led the world to ruin. 

Now there would be blood on the pavement. 

He found Euphemia waiting for him outside, with her arms crossed. “So?” she asked, her expression morose. “Was he more talkative than the Crab?”

“That’s not a high bar to clear.” The rare few words escaping Lotan’s mouth when the grimoire compelled him to speak were ‘leave me alone’ and ‘I hate you.’ “Cutting Helel off from her thralls by exposing her to Lotan’s power remains our best option to destroy the angelic hive mind, but it won’t restore her victims.” 

“Then killing them and letting their souls reincarnate to be cleansed of her tampering will be a mercy.” Euphemia scowled. “Assuming they won’t return to her.”

“She’s an impostor,” Simon reassured his wife. The Light Megalith’s subversion had shaken her faith. “Asterion insisted on that. The Maiden is not the Light.”

His words failed to alleviate Euphemia’s distress. “She may not be the cosmic and all-powerful Light, true, but she could be the Light we worshiped nonetheless. Pharis was inspired to spread her faith from a vision of an angel granted to her by the Light Megalith. If it was Helel–” 

“Or Pharis did receive a genuine vision, which Helel then usurped and co-opted in her plan to escape,” Simon pointed out. “We do not know.”

“I am not so sure.” Euphemia looked away. “I have been wondering why the Oracle didn’t see this coming. This Maiden could subvert my Visionary visions to a degree, and those rely on the Worldsoul… as do divinations.”

Simon immediately caught on. “You think the Maiden interfered with the Oracle’s divinations?”

“Yes. The fact that she sent the Paladin to Serras shows the situation had spiraled out of her control, and I cannot believe she would have allowed Valravn to abduct Anna if she knew the danger.” Euphemia took a deep breath. “The Oracle is not omniscient, or else the Overlord Class would be a thing of the past by now. She must actively look into the future. You are immune to her prophecies, but none of us ever wondered if another power could falsify them.” 

That was a plausible possibility, though Euphemia missed the deeper implications; if the Maiden could interfere with visions, then it meant she could also predict them to a degree. This might explain the Cobweb’s uncanny ability to survive the Overlord’s wrath. They had their own seer, and control was the essence of fate.

Still, Simon knew from experience that the Cobweb finding out about Anna was something of a fluke as far as the reigns were concerned. They only managed to kidnap her twice over two dozen reigns, some of which lasted well into the Zodiac Parade, and this was only the first time they had succeeded in forcing a merger. Either Valravn slacked on the job unless pressured, or locating Helel’s host must have been the equivalent of searching for a needle in a haystack for them.

Could she even escape the Light Megalith at all without help? Simon had never lasted long enough to see Abraxas shine in the Maiden’s constellation and check whether or not the Oracle’s trust in the seal was warranted. Perhaps I should try to confirm it one day. 

“I led the revolution against Gargauth and obtained my Crestone because I received a vision from Pharis,” Euphemia said. “If I saw that thing instead, then… I was pulled by her strings from the very start. I was simply taking out a rival evil on behalf of one which had yet to rise, moving from one master to another.”

“Or maybe you did see the real Pharis and are simply doubting yourself,” Simon countered. He didn’t know enough about Light Visionary visions to make a judgment call. “The Judge Crestone was originally created to oppose the Zodiac Fiends. You might have simply misinterpreted dire warnings.” 

“Easy for you to say such things, when they didn’t determine your entire life.” Euphemia scoffed. “How would you react if you learned you had been played for a fool all of your entire existence?”

“The same way I always do: I will power through, because nothing is beyond my ability to change. Believe me when I say this: a very small choice can lead to drastic changes down the line.” He had learned that truth from experience. “I will destroy those who seek to manipulate me and become master of my own fate. That is all.” 

“A bold statement, for someone who spent so many years under house arrest not so long ago,” Euphemia pointed out. “Or were you plotting your father’s death, as Louis thinks?”

“I wish I had planned it,” Simon replied honestly. “Either way, I am free now, and I intend to exercise that right. You should do the same.”

“I do not know whether you are merely confident or utterly deluded… but I suppose I should expect as much from the Overlord.” Euphemia cracked a small smile. “Perhaps I should follow your and His Excellency’s example. Lord Mastemo chose to die for what he believed in rather than listen to his doubts. There is power in such resolve.”

“What I mean to say, Euphemia, is that doubting your own past leads nowhere, when the future remains to be shaped.” Changing what happened before was his privilege alone. “Do what you wish to do. You’re free to choose that at least.”

Euphemia stared at him a moment before nodding slightly. “You are a good Overlord, Simon.”

That remains to be seen, he thought as he sensed a slight shift in space. They had crossed the Sanctuary’s barrier. Whether or not we can keep our empire in one piece will determine that. 

Simon and Euphemia returned to the main deck, which was stacked with soldiers, operators, and Class users. Since Simon couldn’t exclude the possibility that Helel had sent troops to the Sanctuary, he had erred on the side of caution and brought a powerful force with him. Lauriane retained command of the vessel alongside Dassein, while Isabelle Barbatos and Norbelle had been invited as researchers alongside Eole, who had remained quiet during the entire trip. Odette and Xenophon were present as well, since the latter was familiar with the floating islands. 

The sight of the eidolon annoyed Simon to his core when a familiar notification flared up. 


Xenophon, the Buddyguard

Level 51 Eidolon of Mercenaries, Bodyguards, and Professionalism

Humanoid/Divine

Xenophon’s Exclusive Contract with the Merchant Class prevents you from challenging him to an Ordeal. 



“Frustrating, isn’t it?” Norbelle teased him. “Like a cake you cannot eat.”

“Yes, it is annoying,” Simon admitted. Even briefly borrowing Odette’s Crestone hadn’t allowed him to challenge Xenophon, since his contract was with the Merchant Class itself and not its individual users. 

“Hey, I’m not one of those eidolons of loose morality who lets any summoner call them for mana exposure,” Xenophon said. “You want the best, you pay up.”

“I appreciate the forthrightness,” Odette commented. “Your Majesty will be pleased that I should be able to gather the necessary funds from confiscated church properties.”

“Good,” Simon replied. Since Xenophon’s power increased with the amount of money spent to summon him, he hoped to raise him to level 70, if not 80. Anything more would require funds he needed to fuel other parts of the imperial war machine. 

Whispers and gasps of awe filled the deck as the Sanctuary appeared, bathed in sunlight and whirling clouds. Simon had spent enough time in it to know the path of entry, and the Malevolence’s miasma-powered engine let it ascend without encountering the same issues as the Adventurer’s own airship. 

I should never have let Lauriane pick the name, Simon thought. While appropriate considering the fact that the vessel used miasma rather than mana to fly, it made them look like villains. It will at least strike fear in some hearts.

“It’s beautiful…” Dassein commented with genuine admiration. Even the usually unflappable Euphemia appeared touched by the view of this hidden paradise. 

“Whoa,” his squire Aegio gasped with wonder. “The islands are flying!”

“I theorized the existence of this place, but to see it with my own eyes is something else,” Isabelle muttered under her breath. “This is a wonder of the world.” 

Only Lauriane remained uneasy. “Should we expect any resistance from the natives, Simon?”

Eole glared at her. “The natives?”

“We aren’t here to conquer anyone,” Simon replied. The ‘island bombardment’ project remained a secret for now, until they could at least confirm its applications. They were officially just on a trip to build bases and exploit the local manaliths for the war effort. “We will negotiate with them in peace.”

“Yes, we come in peace,” Norbelle mused as she licked her lips. “I hope Carbuncle is nearby…”

Simon suppressed a shudder and ordered the Malevolence to ascend the celestial stairway towards Nodens’ Forbidden Keep. The lack of angels and other horrors intercepting them meant Helel hadn’t found out about this place yet. 

The Malevolence reached the Dungeon, at which point a familiar figure walked onto the deck, clothed in human skin.  

“Friend Dassein.” Casval bowed in front of the Rider, whom he had pledged his loyalty to as a squire. “An eidolon carrying a woman matching Alcyone Hyades’ description has begun to tail us. Shall I intercept them?”

It felt so strange to Simon to hear Casval call someone else a friend. He and Dassein had apparently gotten along well after Vouivre’s defeat, which surprised no one. The Rider was talented at befriending monsters. 

Casval was a level forty-five Changeling, which had made him the best candidate to inherit the Beast Class. Simon had been wary of entrusting him with the Crestone since he hadn’t befriended him in this timeline, even though Dassein vouched for him, and insisted he bore Devil Brands. It bothered him to treat Casval this way after they had become friends in a past reign, but circumstances demanded it. 

“That must be Sky-Father Vayan, the islands’ defender,” Simon said. 

“I will talk with him,” Eole said immediately. Although she had seen the threat of the angels for herself, she didn’t trust the imperials to leave her home unmolested. “He will listen to me.”

“I’ll go with you both as well, in case things go wrong,” Dassein replied, which didn’t reassure Eole. He was the one who sent her in chains to Frightwall after all. 

“I’ll come with you as well,” Norbelle said eagerly. “I’ve always wanted to ride a dragon.”

“Ride me?” Casval blinked in disbelief. “But… not even Friend Dassein–” Norbelle pinched his cheek before he could finish. “Ouch!”

“Who told you you could talk back to me?” Norbelle asked, pulling him closer. “You like this, don’t you? You like this, you dirty little lizard?”

“L-let me go, witch!” poor Casval hissed like a snake, more out of fear than sincerity. “Friend Dassein!”

“Norbelle, release him!” Dassein ordered his sister. “Do not bully one of my squires, please.”

“He would already be on fire if I were bullying him.” Norbelle reluctantly let go of Casval’s cheek, with the dragon glaring at her with his reptilian eyes. “We both know one of us will mount him sooner or later, one way or another, and I don’t take sloppy seconds. I will be his first.”

“Never!” Casval protested with all of his draconic pride. “No human shall ever mount me!”

“You can’t force such things, Norbelle.” Dassein pat Casval on the shoulder with fatherly concern. “Don’t worry, Casval. You don’t have to do anything you do not want to.”

“Thank you, Friend Dassein.” Casval avoided Norbelle’s lurid gaze and stepped closer to the Rider for his own safety. No doubt he was missing Vouivre right now. 

“Euphemia, go with them,” Simon insisted. He had the feeling this would lead to a pointless fight otherwise. “The Adventurer has been stuck on this rock for a while and has no idea of what’s going on in Lore. She could become a valuable ally against the tide of destruction sweeping her home.”

“I will talk to her,” Euphemia promised. 

The empress led the team to intercept Vayan—with Norbelle being forced to ride the Phoenix rather than Casval, to the former's dismay and the latter’s relief—while the Malevolence landed on the Forbidden Keep. The few monsters who dared to bare their jaws at them were slain without issue, with Simon walking towards Nodens’ cathedral alongside Lauriane and Isabelle. 

“This castle is a pre-Doom wonder,” his sister commented. “I could spend days browsing through its contraptions.”

“You’ll have a limited time to do it, since it’s more likely to end up as a bomb than anything else,” Simon said as he turned to Isabelle. “How long would it take you to prepare these islands?”

“Weeks, maybe less if I receive heavier support from Your Majesty,” Isabelle replied. “Magitechnology built on the islands could amplify my spells and reroute them to the earth below. Smaller islands will be ready quicker than the bigger ones, especially if we can convince the local dryad to help.”

“We could compel her to obey,” Lauriane suggested. “With a proper harness–”

“We have enough enemies as it is,” Simon decided. Besides the fact that the idea of enslaving Junon in such a way horrified him, he was leaning towards smaller, surgical bombardments rather than hurling the entire Sanctuary at Lore unless strictly necessary. “How much damage can those strikes cause?”

“The smaller islands could lay waste to cities and battlefields.” Isabelle cleared her throat. “The largest ones could ravage entire countries.”

“Or Illusea.” Lauriane stroked her chin. “A sufficiently powerful bombardment could break through their barriers…”

“You’re starting to sound like Louis,” Simon scolded her. He was starting to realize his sister could prove rather ruthless when it came to dealing with the family’s enemies. “Besides the sheer death toll, damaging the Worldtree would do us more harm than good.”

“True,” Lauriane conceded. “I have toyed with more elegant solutions to the elven problem, but we can discuss them after we save Anna.”

Simon scowled. “You think we may still be able to reverse the fusion?”

“We can at least try.” Lauriane sighed. “If not… if not, we’ll do what we must.”

So would Simon.

It only took Simon a single step inside Nodens’ cathedral for his hopes of the Goatfish being gone for good to be dashed. Although he had consumed him in the previous reign and could still use the appropriate crown, the Zodiac Crystal was still in its mechanical coffin, singing a murderous song Simon alone could hear.

However, Simon did notice something when he smashed the glass and seized the crystal; a new notification that sent his heart pumping.  


Devour Nodens, the Painbringer?



Could he… could he consume the Goatfish months before his constellation shone in the sky? It felt that way at least. The crystal seemed so fragile in his hand that he could crush it with his bare fingers.

I only need to win once. The realization filled Simon with hope. I just need to beat them once at their best to do it at any time later on.

Abraxas had recognized his superiority for all of time. He could defeat each Zodiac Fiend individually across the reigns, then track them down and destroy them all in a single timeline. He could potentially prevent the entire Zodiac Parade from ever even happening. 

How many attempts would it take? Simon wondered as he clenched his fist. As many as required. 

After leaving Lauriane and Isabelle to study the cathedral's contraptions in preparation for their bombardment, Simon flew out of the Sanctuary barrier's range to telepathically contact his allies on the ground. The situation evolved so fast he had to stay in touch with them regularly.

And Shabram had quite a few bad news to share.

“Your Majesty, our spies in Valne inform us that Lore’s armies have passed through Mount Colt and crossed into the League’s territory.” He could feel the worry in his spymaster’s voice. “They have dragons with them.”
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  Helel could control dragons. 

Though Gargauth had wiped his kindred off the eastern continent’s face so thoroughly that his children were the only true dragons Simon had fought in over twenty reigns, he hadn’t exterminated the entire species. Survivors had fled west to Lore, Valne, Muse, and isolated islands. They were so endemic to the region that would-be Paladins going on dragonslaying quests inspired many songs. 

On one hand, the news Simon received from Valne was quite frightening. Armies of brainwashed monsters, angels, and mindless soldiers had poured out of Lore’s mountains and advanced like a tide against the city-states. These forces enslaved all settlements in their path, fighting without regard for their safety or logistics. Anyone they captured was conscripted and either sent back to Lore for ‘reeducation’—an euphemism for brainwashing—or thrown at the next military objective in human waves. Refugees fled to the League’s eastern ports, and their mercenary armies struggled to halt the enemy advance. 

On the other hand, Euphemia managed to hash out a deal with the Adventurer–backed with an actual Judge contract preventing any kind of backstabbing–who agreed to temporarily cooperate with them against a common foe after checking the situation for herself. Her Fast Travel Perk allowed her to slip past enemy lines to briefly infiltrate Lore and contact Voltobauta, which let Simon and his allies get a grip on the situation. He only had to take a look at her forlorn face to realize the situation on the ground was as bad as he expected it to be.

“It’s a nightmare,” Alcyone warned when she met with him and other imperial generals to compare their intel. “All of Lore…” The Adventurer tried to put on a brave front so as not to show weakness to the Overlord, but Simon had spent enough time with her in the Sanctuary to tell that she was shaken to her core. “My homeland is silent except for the sound of forges, factories, and quarries. They even put the children to work unearthing pre-Doom gizmos buried in the ground.”

“She has brainwashed everyone in the Holy Kingdom?” Simon inquired. If so, that could let Helel mobilize millions of conscripts.

“Not all. Some Class users have protection against mental influence and formed a resistance movement, but they can’t do much. The angels are obsessively unified, well-coordinated, and merciless.” Alcyone scowled. “Alphonse was brought to their sky-fortress, and I have no idea if he’s still alive–”

“Wait,” Dassein cut in, his eyes widening. “Their sky-fortress?”

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe my own eyes.” Alcyone shook her head, her skin paler than chalk. “That demon uprooted all of Serras from the ground using the Light Megalith’s power and turned the city into a huge warship filled with soldiers. All the manalith cannons Lore purchased from Muse to fight your empire were moved there.”

“They’re taking a page out of our book,” Simon guessed. “Since they lack an airship fleet of their own, they are putting all their eggs in one basket.”

“It will take time to equip and feed such a vast force,” Lauriane pointed out. “The knights of Lore are fearsome, but most conscripts will be easy to deal with. We might still have the advantage if we strike first.”

“I just… I just don’t understand how the Oracle could let this happen,” Alcyone admitted, her fists shaking with anger. “She didn’t even send reinforcements to help us! Did she leave us to die?”

“She hasn’t done anything since that foolish attack on Frightwall,” Euphemia replied with scorn. “It may be a blessing in disguise.”

She must expect us to pay Illusea a visit after this mess. And Simon fully intended to do exactly that. I wonder if Alcyone will help us after she realizes how much that short-sighted seer screwed us all over.

“Where is the sky-fortress?” Dassein asked as he grabbed a map. 

“Moving to the southeast sea.” Alcyone traced a line pinpointing its movements. “Volto believes it will bombard his home of Portempête, then sweep up the other Valnean ports.”

Lauriane believed otherwise. “It would have made more sense to fly over the mountains if that were the case. Are they seeking to hide their advance somehow?”

It only took a single look at the map and the insight provided by previous reigns for Simon to figure out their plan. “It’s moving towards Cocagne.”

“Cocagne?” Lauriane raised an eyebrow. “You think they intend to strike us in a pincer attack?”

“The Lion serves the Maiden, and she wants to recover it,” Simon explained. Valravn spent a lot of resources attempting to free Mithras when he had a fraction of the forces available to him now. That particular Zodiac Fiend had to be exceptionally powerful. “Cocagne’s coasts are less defended than ours, and it will let them strike Magvolia from the south.”

“Then we'd best intercept this fortress, especially since Anna is likely to lead from it.” Lauriane turned to Alcyone. “Can you keep us informed of its movements?”

“I… I can do more than that.” Alcyone crossed her arms. “I’ve been to Serras, so my Fast Travel can let me teleport inside the floating city. I haven’t tried because I didn’t want to risk falling under the archfiend’s brainwashing, but ferrying a team inside is an option.”

“If the enemy is wise, they will have protected sensible areas with wards and alarms.” Lauriane steepled her fingers. “We could send a task force of saboteurs inside… or slip in a bomb.”

Simon considered his options when a possibility came to mind. Research showed that the angels had a crippling vulnerability to the Darkness element and heavily relied on Light magical attacks. He had the perfect weapon to target both of those weaknesses. 

“I believe it is time,” he said after commanding everyone’s attention, “to remind this false sun to fear the endless night.”



He spent the next few weeks preparing for an inevitable confrontation with the Maiden’s forces. Simon alternated between practicing his Quickdraw and Underworld Hammer Techniques, smiting angels, and overseeing the front. 

Nodens was bound to machines to serve as yet another weapon, and Simon recovered the Scream of the Soul book from his library for further study. It just annoyed him that so many of his plans, like tracking down his father’s hidden vaults and the Biographer Vassal Class’ researchers, had to be put on hold. 

At least they managed to pacify Valendre, though at the cost of torching it from on high and leaving it a devastated, but angel-free wasteland. Mastemo’s Crestone and Zodiac Fiend crystal still remained unaccounted for, which bothered Simon. Surely at least one of them should have manifested themselves by now.

The Valnean League almost entirely collapsed during that period, as they lost their hinterlands to a horde of brainwashed thralls. Only the ports on the coast remained, and the wealthiest denizens were mostly focusing on evacuating to Muse or Cocagne rather than fighting a doomed battle. Voltobauta’s Portempête was the singular exception, largely because most undead didn’t feel fear and had nothing to lose except for their graveyard home. 

Simon didn’t expect much to come out of it since the angels and possessed Paladin Vassal Class users were optimized to destroy them, but it hammered home just how unprepared Valne had been to an attack from the west. They always expected their doom from the other side of the Dragonsea.

Otherwise, Eole convinced Lady Junon and Vayan to allow the imperial army to use the Forbidden Keep and celestial stairway ‘under strict supervision,’ though they really didn’t have a choice in the matter. Simon paid close attention to Isabelle’s work during this period, and her idea to weaponize the floating islands was remarkably simple: use spells and machinery to reroute the flow of mana keeping them afloat, then simply allow the manaliths within to detonate on impact. Simon’s experience with Darkflight meant he could do it on his own, should he need to…

Otherwise, events more or less played out as Simon expected. The floating sky-fortress of Serras left Lore from the south and floated above the southern sea towards Cocagne, avoiding the coast and major ports. The plan had clearly been to stealthily cross the waters towards the eastern continent relatively undetected while all eyes were turned to the troops in Valne. 

Since Cocagne was threatened, Remedia agreed to supply her few airships and aerial forces to the alliance, albeit with the caveat that they intercept Serras before it could actually reach her homeland. The plan thus changed to intercept the Maiden over the Dragonsea and sink her floating fortress with their own.  

And Simon had an idea to increase its devastating potential even further.

The great Endymian armada eventually gathered on Cocagne’s shores on the first day of the new year to wage the great battle of the age. Dozens of airships, hundreds of naval vessels meant to serve as mobile platforms for aerial riders, and countless warbeasts traveled across the calm waters; among them was Vouivre’s mechanized corpse, which Lauriane had repurposed into Louis’ mount like Casval had been in a previous reign. He and Lauriane’s airship had taken the vanguard. Norbelle and her eidolons escorted the Cocagnian right wing, with Remedia and Filip being among the forces present, while Dassein guided the left one with Casval and Thalas. The latter had insisted on joining the vanguard to help rescue Anna—sharing Lauriane’s hope they could separate her from Helel—but the imperial strategists decided to keep him in reserve for a later stage of the operation.

Simon himself commanded the Malevolence alongside Euphemia at the center of the formation. Odette Kano, a possessed Lorimor, and Alcyone Hyades were onboard as well, ready to proceed with their plan of attack. 

All of House Magnos’ forces were finally united against a common enemy. 

“I spent so many years trying to keep Louis away from the throne because I feared he would throw us into another pointless war with Lore,” Euphemia commented as they observed their fleet from the Malevolence’s deck. “Yet here we are, waging one. The irony isn’t lost on me.”

“Things didn’t go as I had planned,” Simon conceded. He had hoped to lead the empire into an era of peace, at least until the Zodiac Parade began in earnest. “On so many fronts.”

Euphemia glanced at him with a hint of sympathy. “It wasn’t your fault. You acquitted yourself exceptionally well for someone who inherited his Class mere months ago.”

Simon scoffed at her words. He had spent figurative years as the Overlord, and he still had been unable to keep his empire in one piece. “Do you regret it? Our alliance?”

Euphemia pondered his question, and then shook her head. “No.” She took a deep breath. “I was wrong about many, many things, for so many years… but not this one.”

Simon meditated on her words when he and his wife tensed up. The horizon reddened with crimson miasma pulsating across the Dragonsea. 

A baleful star swirling with evil arose in the west. 

Alcyone had already provided a description of the enemy’s base, but her words didn’t do it justice. The enormous structure approaching them wasn’t exactly a warship, because it wasn’t a single mass; it was instead a miniature solar system, a crimson star around which orbited a city’s debris like planets dancing around their heavenly suzerain. Watchtowers orbited next to miles-wide districts uprooted from the earth and covered in ruins. The very clouds parted away from its approach.

Simon had briefly believed that Helel raised Serras from the earth using a similar mechanism as the Sanctuary did, but the truth was laid bare before him. The reddish miasma erupting from the baleful star at the center of it all—either the corrupted Light Megalith or Helel herself—warped reality itself for miles into a demiplane. Islands floated in the air because their archfiend had decided that they would.  

The Maiden had materialized an open Abyssal Domain similar to Nodens’, without Abraxas’ help. 

She’s stronger. The realization sent an awful chill down Simon’s spine. The Maiden was stronger in her base state than Nodens at his strongest. How powerful will she become when Abraxas shines upon her? 

“Such power…” Simon heard one of the mages onboard whisper. They could feel it from here, even without Visionary abilities. Lorimor in particular covered his countless eyes as he recoiled from the star’s vicious light. 

Moreover, this tyrant’s star was well-defended. Dozens of adult dragons of various colors and sizes escorted it, some of them being nearly as large as Vouivre, alongside swarms of angels. Serras’ watchtowers and buildings were no doubt staffed with thralls and the manalith cannons Alcyone warned them about. 

Odette immediately activated Buddyguard and sacrificed ten million gold coins to summon Xenophon as a level 71 eidolon. It was a colossal sum to spend on a single soldier, but Simon’s experience with fighting Nodens in the Sanctuary had taught him that one high-level warrior was worth a thousand weaker allies. 

Moreover, Xenophon’s contract was unique in that he was simply unable to disobey or act against his contractor’s interests. Tests had proved that he resisted all forms of mind-altering effects, and not even Norbelle could dismiss him by force. The Maiden wouldn’t be able to warp him into her service.  

Alcyone may have no such luck, in spite of her equipment, but she had signed both a Judge contract and received a Contingency spell from Remedia that would teleport her to safety the moment she started to fall under the Maiden’s influence. She only needed to transport Xenophon inside Serras at the right moment and drop him like a bomb. 

“Dragon threat level estimation?” Simon asked Lorimor and the other analysts on the deck. 

“Level 58 on average,” Lorimor replied. His and the others’ Perks allowed them to provide a rough estimation. “Some rising as high as 67. Their most common weaknesses are Frost and Corrosion.”

Level 67 is nearly as high as Norbelle’s eidolons. Simon grunted in annoyance. It was like fighting an army of weaker Vouivres. They’ll each be a match for an airship’s worth of soldiers. 

If he gave them the chance to fight. 

“Proceed with the bombardment,” Simon telepathically informed one of his demonic minions lurking at the Sanctuary’s edge. He put on his Overlord outfit and issued his first orders. “Begin charging the miasma cannons.”

The Malevolence had been modified to incorporate a Zodiac-powered miasma cannon Simon designed with Devil Forgemaster. Adapting a prototype similar to the one Gargauth created to build his own weapon hadn’t been too difficult, though they had to use inferior alloys than what the Second Overlord used. 

Crafting has its limits. The issue was that even if Simon’s Perks let him at least visualize the final weapon, actually building it required components, materials, and time he didn’t always have, forcing him to create a watered-down version. But war is the mother of innovation. 

“Fire at will,” Simon declared.

The battle began with a bang.

The entire Malevolence trembled as miasma poured out of its two main cannons in vast beams of purple energy. The combined malice of the Scales, the Two-Tailed Fish, the Minotaur, and the Goatfish poured out in a massive torrent of evil that crossed the Dragonsea in a blink. The dragons and angels in the line of fire were vaporized as rays mighty enough to bring down the Lighthouse reached their master’s lair. 

A barrier stopped the attack in its tracks. 

A spherical shield of crimson miasma swirled around the tyrant’s star and deflected the beams. Simon had studied Astromancy with Anaximander long enough for the effect to remind him of those ‘magnetic fields’ protecting planets from solar energies. Did Helel’s fortress work the same way? 

Either way, the attack signaled the beginning of the battle. The angels and dragons flew forward ahead of the floating fortress, their speed suddenly increasing manyfold. Their movements left the telltale afterimages of the Mirage and Hastened statuses.  

The entire enemy army had been buffed. 

“One For All.” Euphemia scowled in anger. “Maublanc is leading them.”

Simon had feared as much. “You think he’s under her control?”

“Or on his daughter’s side out of his own free will. He wanted her on the Crimson Throne, and she’s on her way to claim it.” Euphemia turned to their chief engineer. “How long until we can fire again?”

“Five to six minutes before the cannons cool down, Your Grace.”

Too slow, Simon thought as his vanguard advanced towards the incoming enemies. Louis led the airships and warbeasts from the front to intercept the enemy troops, though he didn’t use the extending sword trick he used against him in Magvolia. He probably hadn’t yet reached a high enough level to use that ability. Still, we drew the enemy forward. 

“Time to blind this star,” Simon decided as he placed his hand on Xenophon’s chest. “Are you willing to be my champion?”

“It’s what I was hired to do,” the eidolon replied, providing the consent required for the magic to work.

“Then let this world cower in fear of your might, for it heralds the endless black night!” Simon chanted as he wove his Edict into existence. “Let the darkness endure so long as you linger in this world!”

Alcyone teleported the two of them away right as his magic plunged the universe into lightless depths.

A flood of darkness erupted from Serras’ ruins and then filled the horizon. The night fell upon the battlefield as his Edict rewrote reality for dozens of miles, denying the people the sun’s radiance. Helel’s star no longer glowed bright enough to blind the horizon, but it remained visible still, like a lighthouse in a storm. 

Besides hopefully weakening the Maiden’s powers and those of her thralls, the magic should blind them to the second danger. 

Simon looked up to the clouds above, to barely visible spots falling downward onto the tyrant’s star. The Sanctuary’s barrier had hidden the islands’ location from sight, so to most people the Forbidden Keep and the four other smaller floating rocks seemed to appear out of nowhere like meteors. Simon focused on his Dungeon core in the heart of Nodens’ palace, pulsating with power and waiting for his master’s call. 

The Maiden’s star brightened in response to this challenge. Red miasma more potent than what Nodens could summon at the height of his power gathered in Serras’ heart, and Simon sensed a voice call out to him from his faint connection to the Light Megalith; words carrying a mocking echo of Anna joined with smug, godlike arrogance.

“Let there be light.”

A beam of destruction erupted from the shadowed star and set the heavens ablaze. 
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  A beam of crimson miasma struck the falling Forbidden Keep.

The bloody ray was stronger and more intense than anything the Malevolence’s cannons could produce. It set the heavens alight, briefly pushing back the otherworldly darkness summoned by Simon’s Edict of Endless Night, and struck the floating islands falling upon Helel’s base. The blast caused the manaliths to detonate prematurely, causing massive explosions to rock the clouds above. 

The Forbidden Keep itself was split into many parts, but Simon still sensed his Dungeon core inside one of the largest pieces. He drew upon the armies of minions he had branded for this very occasion across the battlefield, draining them of their mana to ensure he could cast his second Edict of the day.

“The fires of my wrath shall burn even the sun!” he chanted, weaving the threads of reality into a tapestry of flames. “Let Hell’s inferno rise from the depths of the Abyss to incinerate my enemies, until my own life is extinguished–”

The attack came as anticipated as the words formed on his lips. Mental attacks traveled through his branded minions from multiple directions in an attempt to overwhelm his spirit and destroy it. It was a good plan, as befitting of the Commander… but one couldn’t kill Simon the same way twice. 


Mind and Soul damage reflected by Remedia’s Contingency!



Magic woven into his being by the Queen of Cocagne herself triggered at once, sending the attack straight back at its senders. Simon sensed the death wails of the spellcasters and angels who had dared strike him through the connection, which let him complete his Edict of Wounded Earth with a smirk on his lips.

His magic set the Forbidden Keep’s debris ablaze.

The pieces turned into meteors coated in molten lava and followed by plumes of searing wind. They struck Serras’ floating ruins with the power of an airship fleet’s bombardment at their back, shattering watchtowers in searing blazes, breaking apart floating streets, and knocking dragons out of the sky. The fireworks were like a balm on Simon’s soul, as was the flow of experience coursing through his veins. 

Chaos and destruction followed. His airships and warbeasts opened fire on dragons and angels coming to intercept them, the clash of spells and weapons echoing so far and wide he could hear them all the way from the Malevolence’s deck. 

So many forces were fighting today that Simon struggled to keep track of them all. He saw Louis raining down swords and spears from his Armory to skewer angels with, dragons bringing down airships, and flashes of Remedia’s spells and Dassein’s lightning. His horizon was an endless tapestry of explosions, destruction, and chaos. 

“One minute before we are ready to fire again!” his lead engineer said. 

“No, focus the miasma on the shield,” Euphemia ordered. “They will target us first.”

She was right, of course. It would make sense for Helel to fire at them with her light of destruction, especially since she should be able to sense the miasma crystals inside the Malevolence. Taking out the Overlord’s flagship would cause a tremendous blow to the army’s morale.

But that is fine, Simon thought as a thick shield of mana powered by four Zodiac Fiend crystals surrounded the Malevolence. The more the enemy focuses on the sword in their face, the more blind they’ll be to the blade pointed at their back—

The horizon brightened, and a shooting star surged across the battlefield. 

Anaximander had told Simon that teleportation alone was the only thing capable of outspeeding light, and that only those with the highest Perception stat in the world could truly follow its movements, but he didn’t truly understand the truth of that statement until now. Simon’s eyes could follow the wind and the fastest arrows, even the movement of lightning, but light? Light crossed miles faster than a man could take a step. 

So he couldn’t see Helel’s arrival until she smashed into the Malevolence. 

She pulverized the miasma shield and shattered it to pieces, then obliterated the reinforced window separating the command deck from the world outside. The almighty winds blew into the room, throwing some people overboard and forcing the others to grab the airship’s consoles. 

However, the impact was a mere prelude to her overwhelming, suffocating presence. She shone so brightly that Simon’s armor heated up with faint miasma smoke, while Lorimor shrieked in pain. He felt an overwhelming urge to submit and crawl to his knees, to worship and fall in silent adoration, but those were mere whispers crashing helplessly on the shield of his unbroken pride.  


You have entered Anna-Helel’s Domain. Mind-affecting effects will pierce through resistance, and Crown of Control will constantly target everyone. 

Crown of Control negated by Indomitable Crown. 



Everyone else present was far less fortunate. 

Crowns of thorny crystals grew on their heads and attempted to pierce their way into their skulls, triggering countless Contingency spells, automated amulets, and other such countermeasures. Nearly everyone on the deck disappeared one after the other, teleported to safety before Helel’s power could mentally overwhelm them. Odette, Lorimor, and the entire crew vanished. 

Euphemia alone was spared thanks to some contractual shenanigans, but even she looked unsettled by the sheer power radiating from their attacker as she remained behind. 

Still, the Law she had applied to the Malevolence triggered at the Maiden’s use of Light-aligned magic. Swords of power appeared out of nowhere to strike the invader, only to shatter harmlessly against her naked skin. 

“It is the height of arrogance to believe your Laws would apply to your goddess, Euphemia. You have truly lost your way.” Her voice sounded so much like Anna's, but deeper and full of cold condescension. “I see you changed your marriage contract so that the effect would transfer to your deranged husband and protect you. Almost clever.” 

Simon dared look up at the greatest of the Zodiac Fiends. 

All of her siblings had been monstrous horrors even when merged with hosts, but Helel… Helel was beautiful. Anna’s features had been sharpened and refined. Her honeyed hair had become like a fountain of flowing gold. Six feathered wings of solid light grew out of her sleeveless white dress’ back, while two smaller ones framed her fair face. She went barefoot, but golden bracelets adorned her wrists and ankles. Purple tattoos representing flowery thorns stretched from her left cheek all the way to her arm. Her white, diamond-like crystal was embedded in her chest right above her heart and pulsated with otherworldly power.   

“What’s wrong, Simon?” she asked him with a faint smile. “Has my radiance left you speechless?”

She still retained so much of her host. Same face, same pleasant smirk full of mischief, but her eyes… her reddish eyes were utterly devoid of Anna’s warmth and humanity. They looked down on Simon as if he were the dirt under her foot, a worm that should feel grateful she even bothered to give him a speck of her attention. This was no arrogance propped up by insecurity like Thalas, but a complete disregard born of unshakable confidence and godlike power. 

Anna-Helel believed with all of her heart that Simon Magnos, Fourth Overlord of Endymion, was no threat to her. 

And she might very well be right. The pressure she exuded trumped even Nodens at his strongest. The very air had grown heavier than molten lead, and Simon’s instincts screamed at him to run or surrender rather than hold his ground. 

Yet he resolved to show no fear as he rose from his metal throne. “I admit I didn’t expect you to show up here,” Simon said as he locked eyes with the Maiden. He had to buy some more time. “I feared I would have to tear through your entire army to reach you.”

“Why would I hide from people who cannot threaten me in any way?” An–Helel sounded genuinely curious. “It was impish of you to darken my light, Simon, but if you wanted to earn my attention, you just have to pray to me. Unlike you, I answer those who call for my help.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t teleport to your side when you called, Anna.” Simon scowled in bitterness. “This… is all my fault.”

“It is not,” Euphemia said at his side, her warhammer materializing in her hands.

“She is right. Everything that happens, and will ever happen, is the result of my providence.” Helel put her hands behind her back, looking almost like the picture of innocence. “I am the dawn and the twilight, the Light of the universe that shines the way forward. Today’s events happened because I decided that they would.”

Simon barely stifled a dry laugh. 

Helel’s smile immediately faded away. “You deny my truth?”

“I deny nothing. You are no mistress of fate, or even a goddess.” If so, then her escape would have been inevitable throughout the reigns. She only stood before Simon because he messed up. “You are a cancer that grew in the shadow of my mistakes. You live in my world.”

“Simon, to deny my godhood is not proof of courage or bravery.” She narrowed her eyes to better look down on him. “It is a sign of mental illness.”

And she clearly believed every single word she said. 

“There is something deeply wrong with you, Simon.” Her tone could almost pass for compassionate. “You are sick. You are possessed by a deranged deviant that clouds your judgment and blinds you to my divinity. You are as insane as that stubborn Paladin in your own sad way.”

It was at that moment that Simon realized the merger had gone differently than all others. While a sliver of Anna remained in the fusion, Helel’s personality had thoroughly dominated her. 

“The same goes for you, Euphemia,” Helel said, even as the raging noise of battle grew closer. “I am your Light. I chose you to be my new prophet, and you served me well until you forgot yourself. Repent for your mistake, and return to me.” 

Euphemia scowled, but doubt crept in. “It couldn’t have been you,” she said, her conviction slightly shaken. “Not at the start.”

“I was every vision you ever had, every voice you ever heard.” Helel’s voice briefly morphed into one Simon didn’t recognize, but which left Euphemia quite shaken. “It was I who inspired Pharis to raise my church, so that we could bring order and discipline to a world filled with chaos and confusion.”

“We’re ready, Your Majesty,” Shabram’s voice echoed in Simon’s mind. 

Simon immediately sprang into action with Quickdraw.

He summoned Balefire from his Inventory and lunged at Helel without warning while she was distracted, his blade so fast it could catch falling lightning… and yet he proved too slow either way. Helel seemed to teleport out of the way of his sword with casual ease, while Euphemia was too shaken to strike. 

“Accept your helplessness, Simon,” Helel said, nay, demanded. “My mercy only extends so far.”

“If we cannot threaten you…” Simon fired at her with Ectoplasmer. “Then why did you feel the need to dodge?”

Helel’s lips twisted into a scowl as she avoided his projectile. His words had indeed rattled her.

“My mortal self envied your freedom.” She closed the gap between them in a fraction of a second. “She thought it would make you happy.” Her hand grabbed his throat with a grip Thalas could only dream of. “She was wrong.”

Helel then slammed him through the deck. 

She flew him through the entire length of the ship, using his body as a battering ram while smashing him through wall after wall. Countless damage notifications filled his vision as they broke past the engines, but the only pain he felt was of her fingers burning his throat with sacred power. 


Supereffective demonslayer damage!



Physical contact worked both ways. After silently begging Anna for forgiveness, Simon activated his Crown of Pain and attempted to seal Helel into that hellish dimension. He immediately felt some kind of invisible wall preventing his sorcery from taking hold, and a smirk of absolute contempt stretched across the Maiden’s lips. 


Crown of Pain couldn’t bypass Anna-Helel’s Shekhinah. 



“All this power… it is a burden to you,” Helel said as they broke through the Malevolence’s back and emerged into wartorn skies. “You don’t know what to do with it, what you’re supposed to do. You thought this Class brought you freedom, but it only shackled you further.”

She moved her lips close to his helmet, as if to kiss him.

“I’m going to free you from the burden of choice, Simon,” she promised as the Malevolence began to lose altitude behind her. “I’m going to free you from yourself.” 

He blasted her in the face with Hellfire Gaze.

No invisible wall protected her this time, the flames of his gaze striking her in her eyes. Though it failed to leave burns, it caused her enough pain to tighten her grip on his throat and choke him. This only encouraged Simon to increase the pressure and attempt to thrust Balefire through her chest. 

Helel responded by throwing him across the sky as if he were a pebble. Simon barely managed to halt his momentum with Darkflight before he could hit one of his own airships and issued a telepathic order. “Now!”

The supreme lightning of victory which had once brought Simon to the brink of death fell upon Helel. 

She failed to dodge this time, and Dassein’s Ragnarok struck her with such blinding power that the air turned electric. A torrent of lightning capable of blasting airships apart struck her from above in a blinding flash. 

It did nothing. 

The lightning simply flowed over Helel’s skin like water on a smooth rock, and Simon realized she hadn’t failed to dodge; she simply didn’t need to. Neither did she avoid the Nova spells, the sorcery barrage, draconic fireballs, and the swords that struck her from various directions. The projectiles shattered against her like waves on the eternal shore. 

Noble Class users had surrounded her from all sides, protected from Helel’s Crown of Control by Judge-witnessed Vows granting them immunity to mind-control at the cost of becoming vulnerable to other ailments. Remedia and Norbelle flew under their own power, while Dassein rode his manticore and Casval carried Filip of Cocagne and Thalas in his claws. Shabram danced to empower Alcyone as the Phoenix ferried them on its back. Not since the conquest of Magvolia had so many Noble Class users gathered to fight a single opponent.

Helel looked at this army of heroes capable of bringing nations to their knees, and sneered in contempt. 

“Merciless Angel,” she said, snapping her fingers. 

Her Abyssal Domain rippled with power, and red feathers materialized over everyone’s head. 

Simon barely had time to blink before the object fell upon him, striking not at his body, but his very soul. The feather vanished inside his flesh and weighed on his spirit and drained him of his vitality, blowing away his life like candlelight. 

This attack didn’t inflict damage, not really, or else half of it would have been transferred to Euphemia. Simon instead felt his Vitality stat sharply dropping to the absolute minimum, a single point separating him from total organ shutdown. 


Merciless Angel brought you to the verge of death!



The same effect struck everyone present. None died, but each of them seemed to be left devoid of their vitality, their skin sick and pallid. Even the Phoenix appeared winded. Simon himself immediately drained minions to heal, while various magical buffs kicked in to help his allies recover. 

But Helel didn’t give them a chance.

Her wings flapped and unleashed beams of light in all directions. Alcyone alone reacted fast enough to teleport Shabram away, while Dassein’s manticore jerked to take the attack in place of its rider. Everyone else failed to move in time. 

Casval, as the biggest target, was struck in the chest and died on the spot as their first casualty. He dropped Thalas and Filip, with the former leaping at Helel and the latter firing an arrow of darkness that bounced off the Maiden. Remedia and Norbelle were both struck, but their Contingency spells triggered to teleport them to safety. The Phoenix’s head was blown off, its body consumed by fire.

Simon himself took a beam to the chest, its power so vicious it melted his chest plate in spite of half the damage transferring to his lady wife. 


Mythic damage! Supereffective demonslayer damage!



It’s not light, Simon realized to his horror. Everyone present had come with items and buffs protecting them from Light to a degree, but the Mythic element transcended such precautions. It was often considered divine and transcendental power, the element of raw magic itself. Not just light!

Thalas reached Helel and attempted to chop off her wings, only for his axe to shatter against them. The Maiden didn’t even flinch as she casually backhanded the Berserker so hard he was flung across the landscape to the ocean below, a mere afterthought. 

“Mardok fielded twice that many ‘heroes’ the last time around, and they could barely hold their own,” Helel declared with sneering disdain, her gaze focusing entirely on Simon as she lazily pointed a finger at the falling Filip and blasted his head off with a beam. She didn’t even look at his corpse as it fell into the ocean below. “What made you think today would go any better?”

“The fact that I am here,” Simon replied with every bit of bravado he could muster as he summoned his dracozombie and followed through with a spell. “Putrefy.”

Helel vanished out of the way, then turned her attention to the Phoenix. While the eidolon had begun to regenerate from its fatal wound, the Maiden simply had to point a finger at it to dismiss it the same way Norbelle banished Carbuncle. 

Dassein leaped off his dead manticore and lunged at Helel with his spear, but it too failed to leave a dent on her skin. She retaliated by slamming his chest with her palm, the blow cracking it and sending him flying across the sky. 

The Berserker can bypass Physical resistance, but not immunity. Simon guessed that Helel’s Shekhinah ability blocked all forms of damage outside of specific conditions. At least I can punch through it somehow.

Norbelle and Dassein hadn’t left his Party, which meant they survived Helel’s attack and could come back for another round. Other reinforcements also arrived in the form of a mechanized Vouivre carrying Louis himself. 

However, another figure arrived quicker after flying out of the Malevolence’s wreckage, carried by Judge wings and motherly fury.

“Euphemia.” Helel smiled arrogantly at her rebellious prophet and welcomed her with open arms. “Have you come to embrace me at last?”

“You may be right. Maybe it was you I heard all those years ago. It doesn’t make a difference to me.” Euphemia angrily raised her warhammer, which crackled with lightning. “I renounce you either way!”

She struck Helel in the chest, and drew blood. 
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  Euphemia smashed Helel in the chest with thunderous rage.

While Simon didn’t fully understand all the Judge’s abilities yet, he knew they received a damage bonus against individuals who had broken their Laws. A blow like that one had slain Vouivre, yet such was the Maiden’s power that she barely flinched. Still, a drop of blood dripped down the thin wound on her chest that appeared at the impact; a tiny cut near her crystal heart that marred the perfect beauty of her pristine skin.

Anna’s fair face twisted with rage. “You dare strike me?!”

“I do!” Euphemia replied, her jaw tightening in anger. She would not forgive the way she hurt her children. “Bounty Order!”

A floating number appeared over Helel’s head, representing a millions-strong bounty the empire had now issued for her head. Most importantly, the bounty would also ensure all attacks against Helel would be counted as critical hits and inflict additional damage.

Helel retaliated with an elegant yet furious roundhouse kick that sent Euphemia flying back, then unleashed a wave of red miasma that struck everyone nearby. The bounty number disappeared, and Simon sensed his Darkflight and other buffs being stripped away from him.


Tehom negated all effects! All buffs have been nullified! Your marriage contract has been nullified!

Acedia status! All elemental attacks will inflict supereffective damage unless nullified! 



Only his connection to his Party and his Devil Brands remained active. Still, Helel chose to fly upwards rather than hold her ground. Simon and Louis both gave pursuit with their respective mounts, with Euphemia regaining control of her flight and following far behind. Louis fired multiple swords and spears from his Armory at the Maiden with uncanny accuracy, but all of them shattered or bounced off her skin.

Helel let out a wail that reverberated across the battlefield, with angels and brainwashed slaves carried upwards by their thorny crowns answering her call. Their bodies gathered into compact masses of flesh the size of houses and buildings, which Helel then telekinetically threw at her pursuers as if they were meteors. When Simon attempted to blast her with Hellfire Gaze from a distance, she moved them in the path to block the attack.

Helel was turning her thralls into literal meatshields.

Simon quickly hastened himself, the effect extending to his dracozombie mount through the bond they shared, and proceeded to dodge the projectiles coming at him. Louis didn’t even bother to avoid the attacks. His mount blasted the masses coming at him to cinders while he continued to nail Helel from afar. He switched from flinging swords to spears and javelins carved with runes of elemental power, but none of them worked.

“I have checked all elements, brother,” Louis warned him. “Her Shekhinah ability blocked them all, but I do not think it is a blanket elemental immunity.”

“I don’t think so either,” Simon agreed. Euphemia’s lightning hammer attack had drawn blood, and Hellfire Gaze hurt her too. “It must be some conditional immunity. Either one fulfills it and they can harm her, or she’ll straight up ignore everything.”

“I am wounded that you and our stepmother appear to fulfill this condition, while I do not.” Louis pondered the problem and put forward suggestions. “It cannot be faith… Euphemia is a Visionary and you are the Overlord… this false goddess could be vulnerable to individuals with a strong connection to the Light and Dark.”

Simon hesitated a moment, then decided the situation was simply too dire to waste time on. This was the kind of battle he had to survive at any cost and worry about the consequences later. “Let’s check.”

He opened his Inventory, summoned the Mana Sword, and tossed it to his brother through the air. Louis grabbed it immediately with a smirk on his lips, having expected such a gesture.

All of that effort to achieve peace, only to find myself relying on madmen. There was something deeply wrong with a world that rewarded the likes of Louis and stymied the efforts of the peaceful. Strength is all that matters in the end.

Helel stopped her ascent near the firmament where only the strongest of airships could reach, and where the light of the stars could still pierce through the darkness of Simon’s Edict of Endless Night. The Maiden briefly basked in their radiance and then raised her hands.

Simon immediately sensed a flow of mana and miasma coursing towards her. She drained her thralls below of their power the same way he restored his own reserves with his Devil Brands, their combined strength allowing their mistress to cast the highest of sorceries.

It’s now or never, Simon thought, as his trap’s jaws snapped shut on Helel.

The Maiden’s head snapped to her right as a cloud of miasma erupted nearby, solidifying in the form of a great crab monster floating by his own power. Lotan the Isolator blanketed his sister in his Crushing Loneliness, while his Roguish summoner became visible next to it.

Voltobauta.

“I usually do not take so many risks,” the pirate king had admitted to Simon back when they were drafting plans, “but to defy a goddess… now that’s the kind of challenge you change your plans for.”

And for all of his faults, he was a man of his word.

As befitting a pirate king, Voltobauta had almost as many levels in Rogue Vassal Classes as he did in his Necromancer one. While not as talented as Silk and Velvet, he was the best inheritor they had on short notice. He had lurked nearby, waiting for the perfect opportunity to summon Lotan in close proximity to their enemy and hopefully break her hold over her army.

It failed.

The surprise attack didn’t interrupt the flow of prayers and mana reaching Helel, nor break her hold over her troops below. All it did was piss her off.

“You think a lesser Zodiac’s power could affect me? Me?” Helel’s eyes burned with merciless radiance. “No stars can outshine the sun!”

Two beams of searing light surged from her eyes, each brighter than the fiercest dawn. They vaporized Lotan, annihilating its projection, and then aimed for its master. Voltobauta’s immense agility allowed him to dodge by flying to the side with the grimoire still in his hands.

The beams turned and pursued the vampire.

The surprised Voltobauta failed to dodge the rays and was incinerated on the spot for his trouble, his two Noble Crestones falling into the void below alongside the Crab’s crystal.

Her Shekhina protects her from the other Zodiac Fiends’ power, Simon realized. Lotan could cut her followers off from their patron, but its power couldn’t affect Helel herself. No, no, if that were the case she would have enslaved the likes of Asterion and he was confident we could take her on. 

What was the chink in her armor?

“Grand Convergence,” Helel said as she completed her incantation, her words reverberating across the heavens.

Reality itself shuddered, and space ripped open. A rift widened as the world’s very dimensions unraveled, revealing a portal into some distant solar system. Seven planets of various colors and textures—some coated in earth and magma, others in water and clouds—appeared on the other side, floating in the void in a cross formation.

Then they flew out of the rift and into Brimir’s atmosphere.

Simon could only blink in sheer disbelief as the solar system materialized above his head. These replicas were nowhere near the size of the real planets, but they were still the size of entire airships and falling rapidly towards them. The biggest of them, a massive chunk of rock and swirling gas, cast them all in its shadow.

“Behind me!” Louis ordered with a tone that brooked no opposition. Simon followed through and positioned his mount behind him, as did Euphemia. The Warrior raised his Mana Sword and swung it faster than the eye could follow. “Spaceslash.”

He cut through reality itself and cleanly sliced the planet in two, causing both halves to fall on either side of them.

However, beams of light surged from the interstice in a surprise attack. Louis leaped off his mount as it was struck in the face and swiftly beheaded. Simon and Euphemia moved out of the falling corpse’s way, while Louis summoned shields beneath his feet and kept himself afloat by creating a stairway of them.

The other false planets continued their descent in their cross formation down onto the battlefield below, smashing airships out of the sky and falling into the sea with such power as to trigger tidal waves that reached the clouds. One struck Helel’s own floating islands and the resulting impact could probably be felt all the way to Cocagne.

She’s a nation destroyer, Simon realized. She could do as much damage as an empowered Nodens on her own, if not more so. She must never escape her seal. For Anna’s and everybody else’s sake. 

Helel continued to strike at them from afar with beams of light surging from her fingers, using her immense speed to keep them on the defensive. She would have struck Simon had his wife not moved in front of him, the beam bouncing off her.

“Stay at range and cover us,” Euphemia ordered him. “You are highly vulnerable without our marriage contract and my Binding Vows.”

Simon nodded in agreement. “For all it's worth, I think our marriage could have gone much worse.”

“I agree.” There was a hint of softness in Euphemia’s voice. “Mayhaps we can start on better terms once we win this.”

Once we win this. Her words brought a smile to Simon’s lips. We are House Magnos. There’s no god we cannot destroy. 

Following Euphemia’s strategy, Simon engaged Helel in a long-range duel, switching between casting Ruin in an attempt to debuff her and Ectoplasmer to keep her on her toes. He had no idea whether the Maiden’s Shekhina could shield her from ailments, but the fact she focused on dodging suggested it wasn’t foolproof.

His wife used the Judge’s Binding Vows to increase her speed manyfold until she became a blur, no doubt sacrificing power in some stats to bolster her Agility. She chased Helel across the sky, and while her speed couldn’t approach that of light, she proved persistent enough to force the Maiden to stay on the move. Meanwhile, Louis ran across an ever-expanding bridge of falling shields from another direction. His blade had become invisible, likely to ensure Helel couldn’t see its real length and thus anticipate its motion.

Sensing an opportunity to trap the Maiden in a pincer attack, Simon had his dracozombie charge at Helel while he activated Hellfire Gaze. Helel countered with her own sunlight gaze, their powers clashing in a flash that set the Edict of Endless Night alight. Her attack was stronger than Simon’s own, even with her element weakened, but Louis and Euphemia exploited the opening to surround her.

Realizing the danger, Helel cancelled the clash of Dark and Light and kicked Euphemia away after dodging her hammer. Her arrogance, and the fact Louis had failed to harm her before, meant she briefly hesitated to dodge when he came for her and activated Spaceslash.

He struck her.

A slower opponent would have been sliced in two, but Helel was fast enough to avoid the worst of it. Still, the Mana Sword cut through two of her right wings like a knife through butter and drew a fountain of blackened blood; and when Louis immediately leaped off his current platform to hit her again, she fled out of his reach at lightspeed rather than hold her ground. Her very crystal’s radiance dimmed for a second.

Simon saw it all over her face, as brief as a shooting star and yet unforgettable.

A look of fear.

The Mana Sword could harm her, maybe even kill her.

“If you were truly the Light itself, then why would an overmighty dryad’s toothpick harm you?” Louis taunted the Maiden as he once again summoned a floating shield beneath his feet. “A fraud through and through.”

Helel’s expression morphed into one of pure, absolute fury. A wrath as terrible as the radiant sun seized her.

“I suffer contempt from neither lord nor serf!” she said, miasma swirling around her. “I didn’t want to do this… I truly wanted you to live to serve me…”

Space folded again, and by the time Simon realized the issue, it was too late. Helel’s open Abyssal Domain shrank and closed around them, enveloping the four of them in a sphere of reddish miasma. A weblike pattern of thorny vines encircling mirrors, all reflecting the Maiden herself, formed the walls of their prison.


Anna-Helel has trapped you in her Abyssal Domain! Teleportation is negated, and escape is impossible!



The miasma in the air gathered in such a large quantity that it became almost oppressive, and the mirror web vanished to reveal a void of swirling blue and red colors; a pocket universe of aurora lights without air or ground to slow them down.

Realizing the danger, Simon immediately used Darkbound to grow to colossal size, consequences be damned. His mount grew with him as an extension of his being, turning into a giant shadow. Louis summoned an impenetrable cocoon of melded shields around himself while Euphemia charged at Helel with her warhammer.

“But if you would spit on redemption, then all I offer is death’s compassion!” Helel’s wings furled to cover her whole. “Eschaton.”

Then, there was light.

The entire Domain was set ablaze in a torrent of energy, of miasma and mana joined in a bright primordial chaos of burning colors and plasma. Simon fired a Hellfire Gaze carrying all of the Abyss’ fury and his mount breathed putrid poison capable of slaughtering thousands, but both were pushed back by the tide of radiance. Euphemia, Louis, and everything else was swallowed into a blinding flash.

And beyond that final light, Simon only found death.



It was the truth of the world that all lights would die one day, and darkness alone would remain in the void.

That dreadful knowledge almost came as a comfort when Simon found himself floating in front of the Crimson Throne again. He half-expected for the reigns to be disrupted like when struck with the Mana Sword, but he received a Title as normal.


This is the Twenty-Fourth of your Hundred Reigns.

You have earned the Title of Simon the Lightbringer.

The Lightbringer: You have enlightened the world in more ways than one. You can now use your Dreadful Aura when cloaking yourself in a veil of false light. Dreadful Aura will project an oppressive radiance emanating from you, but otherwise work as normal. 



For all of her overwhelming might, Helel was no true goddess. She couldn’t disrupt the Overlord cycle. This gave Simon relief. As much as he felt bitter over how all of his efforts to achieve peace had gone for naught this reign, he didn’t die facing an invincible deity, but a faillible—if very powerful—demon. Helel was beatable.

In her base form. A shudder traveled down Simon’s spine. What will she be capable of when blessed by Abraxas?

Did his father know? He had to. He had located Helel’s crystal, so there was no way he hadn’t done his homework… but if he was aware of the threat she represented, why did he allow the Church of the Light to become the empire’s official religion? It didn’t match the behavior of someone who fully grasped the threat at hand.

Or did he know something Simon didn’t? Alcyone said the Oracle was confident the Maiden couldn’t escape the Light Megalith, and the Cobweb finding Anna was a fluke… Simon could tell he was missing a very important detail.

However, he walked out of this reign with a single, overriding conclusion: peace with the Oracle was, if not utterly impossible, a complete waste of time at the moment. She interpreted overtures as weakness and would rather ally with the likes of Verney rather than entertain a ceasefire. Simon would show her no mercy until he found a way to reliably pressure her.

The Cobweb has to die too, as soon as the reigns begin. Simon wasn’t entirely strong enough nor capable of doing that on the first day without some preparation, but he would turn their extermination into a routine given enough time. There will come a time when Valravn dies within an hour of my awakening. 

As for Euphemia… Euphemia had proved to be a better person and ally than what Simon expected. Strong-willed, somewhat wise in spite of her issues, and capable of going against a being pretending to be her god. She made for a reliable ally once they grew to trust each other, though it took some effort on Simon’s part. Even Louis had been almost reliable. His brutality made him predictable and he was indeed somewhat loyal, or at least honorable enough to stick by House Magnos’ side.

It just put into perspective how much time they had wasted because of old grudges and Balzam Magnos. Simon’s father had no doubt encouraged the rot in their family rather than unite it against the real threat. It just seemed so… so pointless compared to what they could achieve together.

Should he ally with Euphemia again this time around? He had had much success and could avoid the pitfalls that ruined the last reign by keeping Anna away from court and not bothering with appeasing Illusea. He could make their marriage work better this time around and prevent the Maiden’s escape…

Those questions filled Simon’s mind as he awakened inside his room and looked through the window. The night was up, shrouding Marthrone in shadow. Hundreds of priests prayed for a dawn that might very well rob them of their free will in the future.

No, Simon decided after a moment’s consideration. I can’t build a power bloc centered around the Church of the Light until I can ensure Helel can’t subvert it. I have to contain that threat first.

He needed to fully access the Light Megalith and confirm the seal would hold, but how could he be sure of that, short of conquering Lore itself in another yet pointless war? Unless…

While the Oracle and Illusea were a lost cause, Alcyone, Alphonse, and the White Unicorn were another matter entirely. Their leader had left them in the dark about the real threats, but they had their doubts. They might listen and focus on the only enemy that mattered, or at least let him study the Light Megalith to ensure Helel wouldn't threaten them all.

Still, there was no way they would trust an Overlord sitting on the Crimson Throne. He could only think of only one way to give them pause, and it meant his family would tear itself apart again in his absence. He would need to throw all this progress aside.

Next time, Simon told himself. Next time, it’ll be better. One day, it’ll be perfect. 

One day.
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  “My father…” Simon choked on his own outrage. “My father plotted to have Anna murdered?”

“That was the goal of one of our operations, yes,” Shabram confirmed as she reviewed her notes. Simon had asked her if his father had any plans concerning Anna, and to his horror, he did. “The Academy was scheduled to be bombed in a false flag operation to justify a war with Illusea, with Lady Paimon to be counted among the victims so the state could use her as a martyr and radicalize her father against the elven menace.”

If Balzam Magnos knew about Anna’s potential as a host for the Maiden, then his solution was as elegantly simple and cruel as ever: murder her before she became a problem, and milk her death for all it was worth.

“When was it supposed to happen?” Simon dared ask. 

“Sometime during your Academy year. According to my notes, you were to survive but hopefully witness the event to ensure you became ‘properly motivated’ to join the imperial army.” Shabram gave him a sympathetic look. “From what I can see here, the tombstone, flowers, and condolence letters were already prepaid for.”

Every time. Every single time Simon thought his father couldn’t sink any lower, he found a new way to surprise him. It’s a constant race to the bottom. 

Still, did that suggest Helel couldn’t escape her seal at all without Anna? Verney had been looking for a vessel Simon assumed to be the reincarnation of Pharis, so only a certain host might be capable of freeing his mistress from the Light Megalith. He needed to ask the source directly.

“Obviously, His Late Majesty’s death will cancel those plans,” Shabram added helpfully, 

“Unless you wish for me to proceed with it—”

“No,” Simon said immediately. “Cancel those invasion plans too. You’ll have to make sure Anna never leaves the Academy or the Berwick Islands. Keep her out of the public spotlight.”

His experience so far suggested that only a handful of Cobweb operatives, if not Verney alone, could recognize Anna’s gifts with a mere glance. She always fell beneath their notice when he didn’t bring her to the capital or pointed the organization to her home. She should weather the year and civil war in peace, especially once he dealt with the spiders. 

Assaulting the Attic immediately would demand allies and resources I cannot mobilize without openly declaring myself as Overlord, Simon thought as he considered his next steps. It would actually help to have a tangible threat to mobilize the White Unicorn against rather than my person…

Still, approaching them without precautions was begging for a fight. He needed a peace offering and an intermediary and protector open-minded enough to listen. Someone the likes of both Alphonse and Satine would listen to. He could only think of one candidate.

Moreover, he would need to lay the groundwork to counter the Oracle’s inevitable backstabbing attempt. She had been willing to ally with the Cobweb and risk releasing the Zodiac Fiends rather than give the Overlord an inch. She would no doubt try to assassinate or seal him.

Still, he could use that to his advantage to widen the existing wedge between Illusea and the White Unicorn… 

Simon thus spent the next few hours more or less repeating the steps that led him to the Sanctuary. He enlisted Eole and Belzemine, then departed early into the night without leaving a trail. The only real differences were that he had avoided spreading knowledge of the Zodiac Fiends across the world after naming Laurent Linconnu as the heir to buy some time, and he intended to keep constant contact with Shabram to direct the empire in his absence. 

“A terrifyingly powerful demon is sealed inside Lore’s Light Megalith and might escape in the near future,” he told his spymistress. “Since this would be a disaster of worldwide proportions, I intend to parley with the White Unicorn and see how we can resolve this issue.”

“Your Majesty might have an advantage, in that being the new Overlord might offset their distrust of your predecessor,” Shabram replied with slight skepticism. “However, securing your throne by seizing the Light Megalith by force might be somewhat easier. Framing Lore for His Late Majesty’s murder could mobilize the empire against them.”

It said something when a spymaster considered a brutal war of annexation considerably easier than diplomacy, but Simon had the advantage of foresight. “Leave it to me,” he reassured her. “While you may hear some questionable things coming from the west, I assure you I will return once the threat is dealt with. Follow my instructions, keep the empire at peace, and all will be well.”

Simon was fully prepared to return to Frightwall and rule in his own name should the meeting with Alcyone go wrong, and he took precautions to ensure that he could escape the Sanctuary should things turn ugly. Should diplomacy prevail, then Shabram would redirect the hunt for Laurent Linconnu towards Vouivre to ensure House Magnos and the dragons remained occupied fighting each other while he focused on handling the Maiden. 

Leaving the Mana Sword in Louis’ hands didn’t sit well with him, but forcing him to relinquish the real one without a fight required Simon to reveal himself as Overlord. Besides, he had the feeling that leaving such a powerful weapon in the hands of the most bloodthirsty of the Magnos siblings would hurt the Oracle’s credibility. 

Simon half expected Eole to give him the cold shoulder when he revealed his true identity as the new Overlord to her during the trip to the nearest mountain, as she did originally, but to his surprise she seemed almost… interested? 

“So, if I gather correctly…” Eole cleared her throat. “You have foreseen that a great evil will rise in a year’s time to bring about a Second Doom upon us all, and that you must gather the Noble Heroes again to defeat it?”

“Those who will listen,” Simon confirmed. “The Adventurer reached your Sanctuary a while ago. I hope she will listen to me and introduce me to the Paladin on friendly terms.”

“The Overlord and the Paladin fighting side-by-side… that would be unheard of.” Eole stared at Simon with appreciation. “You would abandon your own throne and empire for the greater good?”

“I lack the power to reform my empire without dangerous compromises, and time is of the essence. It simply must be done.” Simon raised an eyebrow. “Does that surprise you?”

“It does,” she replied with the kind of warm smile that had made him fall for her. “In a good way.”

He could almost see the stars in her eyes. This was exactly the kind of quest that appealed to Eole’s idealistic spirit… and that somehow bothered him. 

Simon had come to know his friend so well that he keenly understood what to say to move her in a particular direction at the start of the reigns, and it felt… wrong, somehow? He was pushing one of his former lovers and truest companions like a boulder down a slope in the hope of damming the river of time. 

I’m not lying to or manipulating her, Simon told himself. This is the entire truth. 

Afterwards, they simply flew up to the Sanctuary and introduced themselves to Vayan, Juno, and the others like they did when Simon first visited the place without mentioning the Overlord part. By a stroke of luck, leaving in the very first hours of the current reign meant the group arrived before Alcyone had the time to visit the Forbidden Keep. This helped save some time.

“So… A Magnos has found their way up here,” Alcyone said with heavy suspicion once he was brought to her and the Sanctuary council. “Did your airship crash like mine, or did you just decide to enslave the one place your family hasn’t despoiled yet?”

“No, I saw this place in my visions and asked Eole to carry me here. I was looking for you, actually.”

“Were you hoping to claim my sky pirate bounty?” Alcyone raised an eyebrow. “I do have one, right? I must have one.”

“Endymion has put a price on your head and Crestone, yes,” Simon conceded, “but I didn’t come for your head, no.”

“Then what for?”

Simon held his breath. He had considered and abandoned a thousand potential introductions before settling on a very simple solution.

Namely, putting on his Class outfit in front of everyone. 

He cloaked himself in his blackened armor and miasma, the sheer evil pressure radiating from him briefly stunning everyone present, even Eole, who hadn’t expected him to be so forward.  

“I am Simon Magnos, the Fourth Overlord,” he declared as he offered his hands to be handcuffed to an utterly baffled Alcyone. “I would like to officially join the White Unicorn, redeem myself for my predecessors’ sins, and help you save the world from destruction.”

Audacity excused everything. 



His stunt ended as Simon expected it to: with Alcyone arresting him on the spot. 

Simon didn’t resist and asked Belzemine to go along with it. He wasn’t privy to the Sanctuary leaders’ decision on the matter—though Eole was invited to explain herself—but it resulted in them surrendering him to Alcyone’s custody. He was swiftly brought to her Freedom Bird airship, and then secured him in an isolated brig. It was hardly comfortable, and he was under constant watch by the resentful crew, but it was still more comfy than Endymian cells.

Eventually, Alcyone arrived to interrogate him, at which point Simon told her basically everything. 

“Alright, so, if I understand correctly…” Alcyone gathered her breath. “Your brother Louis killed your father, the Third Overlord, with the real Mana Sword, which was itself smuggled in by an elf agent disguised as the Merchant. Yet you’re the one who ended up with the Overlord Class for a reason you can’t explain yourself.”

When she put it that way, it did sound rather needlessly complicated. “I’m pretty sure my father gave me the Class because I risked becoming the Paladin otherwise, but I can’t really confirm it.”

“Uh huh. Of course that’s why. Same reason why he framed you by having our last Paladin’s assassins pretend you hired them for the deed?”

“My father was a dick.”

“That much is true.” Unlike everything else, her tone suggested. “And when you received the Class, you inherited some of the memories and skills of its previous wielders, while also gaining a foresight ability. Using them, you learned that the Zodiac Fiends of legend are actually real and will bring about a Second Doom in a year’s time because a huge comet of solid miasma will approach Brimir and break all of their seals. Did I get that right?”

Simon began to answer in the same sarcastic tone that Alcyone used at this point. Two could play that game. “You can ask the one sealed in the keep you were planning to explore to repair your airship, if you find a way to communicate, but he’ll most likely just sing a torture song at you. He’s a creep.”

“Right, right, and the worst of them is sealed inside the Light Megalith. Our culture’s most valuable and sacred artifact is actually compromised by an evil angel monster. That’s rough.”

“You’re telling me.”

“And of course, the Oracle knows all of that, but doesn’t tell us because she hopes these demons will harm Endymion more than us.”

“I have no idea what she’s plotting, honestly, but that’s the least baffling answer I could come up with.”

“Uh huh. And Volto joined a demonic cult masquerading as a slave ring and criminal syndicate in the hopes of finding me, because he can’t tell where I am and can’t unlive without me.”

“You have such a beautiful friendship,” Simon deadpanned. “He really, really misses you.”

“Of course he does. And to top it all off, that demonic cult is led by Count Verney, a war hero of the White Unicorn, who is actually secretly a criminal mastermind and demonic host.” 

“It’s always the ones you least expect.”

Alcyone took a deep breath and steepled her fingers. “What made you think, even for a second, that I would believe any of this bullshit?”

“Because I’m telling you the truth,” Simon argued. “I told you how to fix your airship. You can leave this place and fact-check my tale at any time. Or you can ask one of the kish to ferry you out of the barrier, teleport around to verify what I said, and then come back.”

“Yeah, right, so your army can invade this place as soon as I’m gone.”

“I could already take this place on my own if I wanted to.” Well, he wasn’t entirely sure he could defeat Alcyone’s crew on his own, but he had a decent chance of doing so with Belzemine at his side. “Besides, why would I surrender to you rather than straight up attack with my army? The strongest creature on these islands is weaker than my retainer.”

Alcyone had no answer to that point, which annoyed her. “Suppose, for the sake of argument, that I believe anything you just said. Why are you here? The real reason?”

“I told you,” Simon replied. “I want to ally with the White Unicorn and save the world from the Zodiac Fiends.”

“What, so you can conquer it yourself?” Alcyone scoffed. “You can’t even join the White Unicorn! Opposing you is literally one of its core tenets.”

“I know the White Unicorn’s vows: to never knowingly harm an innocent, to never violate an adventurer contract, to pay the guild’s dues on time, to never wound a fellow guild member without special authorization from the guildmasters, to answer the Paladin’s call to arms, and, of course, to never be a friend to the Overlord.” After all, Simon had forged his way into one of their guilds once. “Nothing there explicitly forbids the Overlord from joining your movement.”

“Screw you, Lawyerlord! That’s violating the spirit of the vow and you know it!”

“Well then, you should inform your legal counsel of their oversight. Besides, I haven’t personally harmed anybody, unlike my father and his predecessors.” 

“Whatever, I’m not letting you make a mockery of the very heroes fighting against your family’s oppression,” Alcyone replied. “Frankly, the only reason we haven’t executed you yet is the risk of your Class moving on to one of us or one of your bastard siblings.”

“You would slay the only Overlord who actually tried to make peace with you?” Simon shrugged. “I told you everything you need to know. The Second Doom is going to tear the world apart, and the Maiden has already begun to subvert the Light Megalith. We have to stop her.”

Alcyone scowled. “Do you have any proof of that?”

Simon took the fact she asked for some rather than blowing him off on principle as a good sign. “Would you allow me to cast a Prayer spell?” 

“A… Prayer?” Alcyone blinked in utter disbelief. “You think there’s a god out there that will answer you?”

“Yes.” Simon met her gaze. ”Yours.”

Alcyone squinted at him, but her curiosity and doubts prevailed over her annoyance. “Okay, I’ll bite.”

Simon removed his Class outfit and began to repeat the words he had uttered so often. “Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!

The glint of doubt began to creep up onto Alcyone’s gaze when she saw the holy fire manifesting; a confusion that only grew as Simon then cast Cleanse, Megaheal, and other Prayers. 

“How do you explain this?” Simon asked. “Either the Light truly favors me in spite of my Overlord Class, or the Light Megalith itself is so corrupted it will fulfill an Overlord’s Prayers.”

“You could simply be deceiving the Light Megalith somehow or… mimic…” Alcyone didn’t even finish her sentence, hesitation taking over her heart. She pondered what to do for a moment before rising up. “You stay here.”

Simon nodded and watched her leave while locking the brig’s door behind him. He spent the next few hours meditating and practicing his miasma control until Alcyone returned at dusk. 

She looked utterly grim. “You said Verney is possessed?”

She contacted Voltobauta. Simon guessed she had indeed taken his advice and asked a kish to ferry her out of the barrier so she could teleport to her friend’s side for a moment. “Yes, by the Twins of the Zodiac. They’re seeking to free the Maiden from her prison by providing her a suitable host.”

“The vestals and priestesses he keeps interviewing as wife material?” 

“Yes.” Simon met her gaze. “I take it you’ve started to believe me?”

“I don’t, but some details worryingly line up a bit too well, so I’ll have to investigate.” Alcyone scowled in anger. “I can’t believe Verney’s a slaver. A war hero like him?” She shook her head. “That almost makes the demonic possession sound plausible.” 

“He and his allies have thoroughly infiltrated the White Unicorn,” Simon warned her. “It’s why I came to you rather than directly approach Alphonse in Valne.”

Alcyone’s expression darkened. “You know who he is.”

“Yes, though my family doesn’t. Not yet, at least.” Simon let out a heavy breath. “I swear to you I wasn’t involved in either his uncle's or master’s death. I hoped to clear up this misunderstanding somehow.”

“Is that why you brought Firewand with you?” Alcyone inquired with suspicion. “As a peace offering to Frea?”

“Sort of.” While he distrusted anyone working directly for the Oracle, Frea had helped Alphonse try to prevent the Maiden from escaping and seemed to have been in the dark about the Zodiac Fiends in past reigns. He was willing to extend her the benefit of the doubt. “Agnes is… well, let’s just say spending four hundred years as the Overlords’ slave did terrible things to her mental state. She’ll need a lot of time and support before she can even consider living for herself rather than serving me.”

Alcyone assessed for a moment, clearly weighing her options before deciding, “Alright.”

Simon’s head perked up. “Alright?”

“I’m not letting you join the White Unicorn… but I will let you into my crew as a guest. A tightly watched guest.” Alcyone moved to the cabin’s door and addressed the guard on the other side. “Ben?”

“Yup, captain?” 

“Tell Lizzorc to apply the engine fix as soon as possible. Vacation’s over.” Alcyone let out a sigh of annoyance. “We’re going home to kick some demon’s ass.”
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  Repairing Alcyone’s airship hardly took a few days once Simon pointed out the issue with the engine, at which point they departed from the Sanctuary. 

Simon was allowed to wander the vessel, largely because Alcyone had realized he could break out and escape on his own at any time. Most of the crew gave him a wide berth with a new, singular exception. 

“It’s good to see you here, Eole.” Simon wasn’t too surprised to find her in the airship’s ‘sky saloon’ and performing for her fellow shipmates. 

“Alcyone offered me the chance to join you on your quest, and no true Songstress could have resisted her call,” she replied with a smile. “I’m not sure I can help much, but I will do what I can.”

“You should give yourself more credit.” While Eole started the reigns as rather low-leveled, she could support stronger fighters easily enough since her Class focused on utility rather than raw power. “I actually have an ability that can grant you a sizable experience boost, if you wish to level-up quicker.”

“Of course!” She didn’t even question his offer and immediately accepted his Party invitation, likely because she hadn’t seen him use Devil Brands or do more questionable things. “It’s my first time joining an adventuring group.”

It’s not, Simon thought as he recalled how they had trained with Alcyone and so many others back at the Sanctuary. Merely remembering that particular reign hurt. Could he resume a relationship with Eole this time around? He still longed for the taste of her kisses and the feeling of her skin pressing against his own… just a little longer, a few chosen words, and she could be wholly his again…

No, I shouldn’t think like that. The Eole he had been in a relationship with had died in the Sanctuary on the tip of Louis’ sword. This is her twin sister with different memories and experiences. I don’t think it would be the same. 

Simon forced himself to focus and gave Eole some pointers on how to quickly strengthen her Class. She was the third member of his Party alongside Belzemine and Shabram, and lagging behind them as a level 12 Songstress, but spending a whole year with her in the Sanctuary had taught him how to best optimize her progression. He would let her kill his dracozombie too once they landed to let her gain a big boost.

Eole being in his Party also meant he could keep track of her should she be taken away again. No more abductions. 

Otherwise, Alcyone called him to her captain’s cabin to privately discuss their plans. 

“Okay, so, full disclosure, I asked the Sanctuary’s mages to check the Goatfish’s seal before our departure and they confirmed it’s indeed faltering,” she said the moment he closed the door behind him. “You said you could destroy those crystals?” 

“I can, but only in specific conditions. Among others, I must be stronger than the fiend inside.” It was the best explanation he could come up with so as not to risk exposing the reigns’ secret. “Nodens is the weakest of them, so I should be capable of breaking his crystal.”

“But the others are still out of your league… which I don’t take as a good sign,” Alcyone guessed. “Still, thanks for the warning. I would have missed the seal issue without you.”

“You’re too kind, but the truth of the matter is that we’ll have to contend with all eleven of his siblings, each of them stronger than he is.”

“Yes, I’m tentatively giving you the benefit of the doubt on that Zodiac Fiend story.” Alcyone crossed her arms. “Here’s the plan so far: I’m going to put together a crack team of highly talented professionals I know. People with absolutely no chance of being on the Cobweb’s payroll.”

“And then?”

“Then we’ll crash Verney’s place and kill him.”

Simon thought he had misheard for a moment, but it quickly became clear that she was entirely serious. “You… just like that?”

“Yeah.” She seemed puzzled by his reaction. “Why that face? Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

“He’s a Lorean count,” Simon pointed out. “Don’t you have due process to judge him, or need permission from your king?”

“You make it sound so complicated. Even if he’s not possessed, being a Cobweb Weaver alone makes him an associate of slave-running, sex trafficking, drug peddling, and dozens of criminal offenses that would warrant his execution.” Alcyone shrugged her shoulders. “That’s how you deal with demonic cults and criminal rings, Simon: you cut off the snake’s head, then all their underlings start fighting each other to fill the void their dearly departed charismatic leader left, and we can mop up whoever’s still standing once the dust settles. Works every time.”

Simon squinted at her. “Have you… actually done that before?”

“Where do you think all my Adventurer levels came from? You wouldn’t believe the number of apocalyptic and human-sacrifice cults that hang out near old ruins or forgotten Dungeons.”

“I see…” The more Simon considered her strategy, the more he liked it. “Now that I think of it, we don’t actually need Verney alive at all. We can murder him, and then have Voltobauta enslave his ghost so he’ll tell us everything we want to know about the Maiden anyway.”

“Yeah, dead men can only keep secrets when the Necromancer isn’t in town, in which case the grave is his oyster.”

While that simplified things and the idea of brutally murdering Valravn appealed to Simon, there were a few issues with the plan. “We can’t actually simply show up at Verney’s doorstep with an armed party, or he’ll run away.”

“It was a figure of speech, we’re not actually going to crash the Freedom Bird into his castle. The repair costs would bankrupt us.” Which suggested that she would have tried if she had deeper pockets. “I called you here so we could actually bounce off ideas on how to proceed.”

Thankfully, Simon was eager to offer suggestions. He had plenty of intel to share on Verney, and Alcyone had the skills and allies required to corner him. 

“Our priority would be to disable his Attic first, to deny him a homefield advantage, reinforcements, and exit strategy,” Simon said. “Your friend Voltobauta could easily subvert one of his fetches and grant us access, but destroying the Attic will require firepower.”

Alcyone thoughtfully stroked her chin. “Would the Paladin’s Sanctify work?”

“I don’t think so.” Alphonse couldn’t dispel Nodens’ Domain when they fought in Cocagne, so Simon doubted he would succeed with Valravn. “The tried and true method to destroy such places is to saturate them with suicide bombers and then—”

“We’re not using war prisoners as living explosives,” Alcyone cut in. She sounded terribly annoyed, as if that suggestion had come up time and time again before. 

“Do you take me for a monster?” Simon protested, though he had used prisoners for worse before. “I was thinking about using cows.”

“Cows?”

“Demonically branded cows that explode into man-eating undead flies when they die.”

Alcyone stared at him for a long, unbearable moment before saying, “I think you’re missing the obvious issue with your plan.”

“Finding enough cows?”

“No, the fact that sneaking a herd of cows through those Attic doors would be impractical.”

“Oh.” Oh, true that sounded like a logistical hurdle… especially most of his demonically branded cows gained wings or grew in size. He should research a shrinking spell one day. “Goats and sheep then?”

“I lean more towards monkeys, since they can open doors and Volto has a whole island of them stashed somewhere…” Alcyone hesitated. “I don’t think he would let us borrow them just to kill them though…”

“Goats?”

“Goats. We’ll stop by a farm on our way to the castle.” Alcyone nodded to herself. “Most Weavers will be occupied in their respective territories, so we can cut them off from each other if we bring down Verney’s Attic quickly enough.”

Simon considered her plan. It honestly appealed to him, and capturing or neutralizing Verney would be the surest way to at least delay Helel’s return. Silk and Velvet may still look for the Zodiac Fiends, but they were always scheming against Verney and his faction. Those two struck Simon as more likely to stick to the shadows rather than revive the Maiden. Most of the other Weavers had little ambitions beyond profits. Bert was Verney’s creature and would likely try to take up his master’s mantle, but Simon had slain him once back when he was still much weaker. He could dispatch the Puppeteer again easily enough.

Only Chrom Cruak remained an unknown factor. While he seemed involved with the Maiden’s faction and personally forced Anna to fuse with the Light Megalith in the previous reign, Simon hadn’t interacted with him enough to tell what his goals and objectives were, or even his current location.

We’ll need to hunt him down after dealing with Verney, Simon decided. The Weavers should be isolated from each other without the Attic to sustain their global web of influence and thus be vulnerable. I won’t let any unaddressed loose ends bite me ever again. 

He would exterminate the Weavers one by one if that was what it took to wipe out the Cobweb from this world. 

“I have a rough map of the Attic, so we can collapse it quickly,” Simon informed Alcyone. “Do you know anything about Verney’s skills and defenses?”

“He’s a high level Fencer, a Warrior Vassal specialized in swords. I saw him fight a few times. He’s probably one of the best swordsmen of our time, with plenty of weapon Techniques and a collection of dangerous weapons.” 

That description sounded a bit too familiar. “So he’s exactly like Louis.” 

“Verney shouldn’t be as bad as that bastard, since he holds a Vassal Class rather than the Warrior, but he was still tough enough to contend with the likes of Louis,” Alcyone conceded. “And that’s not taking into account whatever abilities he gained from his demon.”

“I think the Twins’ powers revolve around illusions, shadows, and self-duplication. He also managed to split a person into two.” 

“Like he cut them in half?”

“More like he divided a person’s soul into twins, who then became the Rogue and an Assassin,” Simon explained, much to Alcyone’s befuddlement. “He might be able to use this ability offensively somehow, and he can also cause people to start fighting each other in certain circumstances by causing them to not recognize each other.”

“So we need a team with protection against mental effects, and small numbers to avoid infighting.” Alcyone nodded to herself. “I’ll go talk it over with Alphonse’s group.”

“That’s a bad idea,” Simon immediately argued. “Besides the fact that they’ll distrust me, Alphonse and most of his allies are too weak to help.” He knew it, he had wiped them out once already. “I know other people—”

“Ain’t no way I’m trusting an Overlord’s minions with my life,” Alcyone cut in. “Besides, I disagree with your assessment. Alphonse still has much to learn, true, but his Class is optimized to defeat demons and he can support us. His dad, Richard, is also the only swordsman in Lore who could hold a candle to Verney in a fight, and Frea hits hard.”

“And their Stalker, Mel, is an ex-Cobweb operative,” Simon pointed out. “She might slip up or be under surveillance.”

“Mel might be an ex-con, but she would rather die than betray Alphonse. Besides, I won’t inform her of our operation. We’ll just keep people on a need-to-know basis.” Alcyone met his gaze. “If you’re serious about working with us to save the world, you’ll have to learn to trust us too.”

Simon hesitated, but she had a point. He would have to confront Alphonse’s party sooner or later. He might as well check whether they were willing to put aside their differences for the sake of defeating a greater foe, one that wasn’t nearly as terrible as Helel. 

“Can we at least do some introductions before we enter a fight to the death?” he asked. “This will be quite the stress test otherwise.”

“Of course, of course.” Alcyone smiled. “To be fully honest with you though, I believe it’s teamwork in fights to the death that creates the strongest of bonds.”



As promised, the Freedom Bird stopped by a Valnean farm on its way back to Lore, where Simon proceeded to buy fifty goats. 

“Accept me as your shepherd by bearing my brands, and I shall guide your souls to the Wolfless Land!” he preached to them. “Where the grass is always high, and you will never have to fear the lupine menace ever again!” 

They acclaimed his rule with bleating triumph. Simon had to admit it felt less good than hearing moos though. Maybe it was the Minotaur in him, or the fact that he found cows more expressive, but branding goats didn’t feel as spiritually rewarding. 

Still, he would put his new flock to explosive use.

He was in the process of teaching his minions how to use their newfound Brands of Wrath in the airship’s cargo hold with Belzemine when Alcyone teleported in with a full party without warning. 

The first impression that Voltobauta, Ser Richard of Lore, Alphonse, and Frea received of Simon was of him clad in his black armor while surrounded by black winged goats with fiery hooves and demonic tattoos. It wasn’t exactly what he had in mind. 

He could have sworn that time stopped for a second as they judged him in an instant. Not only did they all activate their Class outfits, but he could see their thoughts written all over their faces: the sheer disbelief in Voltobauta’s eyes, Frea’s brief flash of horror, Alphonse’s shock turning into anger, and the way his father immediately unsheathed his false Mana Sword copy. 

“Oh.” Simon removed his armor in an attempt to appear nonthreatening. “I didn’t expect you so soon.”

Frea was raising her staff at him and Alphonse grabbed his sword when Alcyone moved in front of them to prevent a bloodbath. “I swear it’s not what it looks like,” she said, which was a blatant lie. “Not as bad as it looks!”

“I’ll be damned,” Voltobauta commented. He was the only one who hadn’t grabbed his weapon. “You madwoman, you actually befriended the Overlord.”

“Step away from Belzemine,” Frea ordered icily. Simon was thankful he had removed Gargauth’s brands from his retainer—justifying it as a temporary necessity to gain the White Unicorn’s trust—or it would have caused a huge mess. “I will not ask twice.”

“Frea…” Belzemine gulped, activated her Pyromancer outfit, and moved in front of Simon to protect him. “I will not let you harm his Majesty.”

Her words shook Frea, especially when she noticed the absence of brands on her friend’s skin. “You’re… free?”

“She soon will be,” Alphonse said as he cast a buff to set his word alight with holy power. “Your short reign is at an end, Overlord Simon!”

Simon was about to put his armor back on and teach the Paladin some humility when Frea stopped her ally. “Alphonse, wait!” she said, much to his surprise. The elf studied Simon with caution. “You removed your predecessors’ brands?”

“I did,” Simon confirmed. “I come in peace, and I wish you no harm.”

“Is that so?” Ser Richard asked with skepticism. “Yet you have much to answer for.”

“I have nothing to personally apologize for,” Simon countered. While he was willing to parlay, he had no intention of simply rolling over and letting them judge him. “I didn’t harm any of you in any way, and I am not responsible for my family’s actions. It was my father who ordered your brother’s death and the murder of the last Paladin.”

“Is that your excuse?” Alphonse asked, his anger unabated. “Your dead father was behind everything?”

“I swear to you, Alphonse, my father really was that bad. He murdered my mother and your uncle because they were going to elope, and he planned to assassinate my cousin to justify an elven genocide.” Simon cleared his throat at the silence that followed. “He also ate shifter slaves and cuckolded his sons, which I condemn in the strongest of possible terms.”

“We can prove his words quickly,” Alcyone said. “Volto can just summon Balzam Magnos’ soul and interrogate him.”

“I’m afraid that’s beyond my power,” Voltobauta replied. “I cannot summon any of the Overlords’ souls for a reason I cannot fathom. Truly frustrating.”

“Ugh, seriously?” Alcyone pinched her nose. “Just throw up a lightshow or something, Simon.”

If she asks so nicely, Simon thought. He only had to spare a glance at the two swordsmen in the room barely restraining their urge to skewer him to realize he would need something far more spectacular than a mere Prayer to shock them out of their anger. “Let me confirm, you are all immune to Terror?”

His question caused Alcyone to frown. “Yes?”

“You might want to cover your eyes.” Simon waited a second, but only Voltobauta wisely followed his advice. “I warned you.”

Simon activated his Dreadful Aura along with his Lightbringer Title to bathe them all in his false divine radiance.

The entire cargo hold brightened as his body glowed with enough holy power to put the Paladin’s own to shame. A golden halo brighter than the sun briefly materialized over his head, blasting everyone present with divine terror. Voltobauta immediately raised his cloak to protect himself, while Frea took a step back in shock. Alphonse and his father simply stared in awed silence, as the very Light they derived their strength and faith from appeared to flow out of a Simon himself. 

“Lightstone, burn that which offends thee! Kindling!”

The holy flames surged behind him in a spectacular firework of divine power that shook the cargo hold, and brought the fear of the gods back in their Terror-shielded hearts. 

“Do you believe in me now?” Simon asked, a chorus of bleating acclaiming their shepherd behind him. “Do you believe in your Overlord?!”

His goats certainly did, but the Paladin’s party simply answered with the shocked silence of skeptics who had witnessed an unexplainable miracle. Simon eventually cancelled his aura and let the darkness return, watching their expressions morph as they attempted to reconcile what they had just seen with their own preconceived beliefs.

“Do you understand now? Either your Light Megalith has blessed me, or it’s so compromised it will even bless the Overlord.” Simon crossed his arms. “Take your pick.”

Frea hesitated a moment before speaking, her expression grim. “We’re listening.”
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  And they did listen.

Sure, Alphonse and his father kept glaring at him with suspicion while Frea’s gaze repeatedly wandered from Belzemine to him during his entire speech, but they didn’t interrupt besides asking pointed questions. It was clear they only gave him the benefit of the doubt because he had freed their elven martyr and because Alcyone spoke up on his behalf. His intel about Verney and the Maiden was met with disbelief, but to his surprise, Frea seemed rather disquieted to learn that Chrom Cruak was part of the Cobweb. 

Eventually, she was convinced enough to ask him and Alphonse to use Prayers while she used analysis spells to compare them. Whatever she learned brought a frown to her face.

“It’s that bad?” Alcyone asked her.

“I’m not sure what to think,” Frea admitted with a grim scowl. “The Prayers appear identical at first glance, but the power that answers the Overlord’s own is actually miasma which has been converted to mana after the fact. Worse, one out of five of Alphonse’s Prayers follow a similar pattern.”

This rattled his father to his core. “You say a malevolent impostor answers some of the Light Megalith Prayers?” 

“Yes, as impossible as it sounds.” Frea’s scowl only deepened. “This should be impossible, since faith serves as a bridge… unless the impostor and the Light Megalith are two parts of the same whole.”

“This is ridiculous,” Alphonse argued, his finger pointed at Simon. “Even if Prayers are compromised, how can you confirm you’re not the one corrupting the Light Megalith as the Overlord?”

“How could I corrupt a giant holy manalith half a world away?” Simon inquired. “Nay, why would I do it and then inform you?”

“I can confirm it in a roundabout way,” Voltobauta suggested. “Give me a few days to find the right names, and I’ll work my way up the ghosts of vestals that have tended to the Light Megalith since its creation. I called Pharis on once already, so it shouldn’t be—” 

“What?” That drew Simon’s full attention. “You called the prophetess?”

“Of course I did. What kind of Necromancer would I be if I didn’t try to call on dead historical figures now and then?” Voltobauta shrugged his shoulders. “To be honest with you, I was very disappointed. Her words matched official accounts of her life pretty well. Same angelic vision, same Judge preaching, same horrible murder at Mardok’s hands, and so on…”

Simon sensed his chance. “Could you summon her and ask for a detailed description of the angel she met and its words? It may be very important.”

“Sure, why not.”

“You don’t put in this much effort whenever I ask for your help in finding old ruins,” Alcyone complained.

“Of course I will not help you rob the dead, but the idea of uncovering an anti-vampire religion’s dirty little secrets appeals to me.”

Ser Richard crossed his arms with a frown forming on his face. “I cannot believe Count Verney would debase himself to join thieves and criminals. He was a good man, a compassionate man.”

“The Verney I met among the Weavers is neither of those things,” Voltobauta replied. “I was honestly wondering if he was human at all. Him being a demon-possessed corpse would explain why my Class’ Perks struggle to identify his nature.”

“It’s not just him,” Frea said. “Chrom Cruak—the real Chrom Cruak—was a true monster and one of the most dangerous foes of the elven people. His return to the living world cannot mean anything good.” 

“So?” Simon inquired. “You’re in?”

Richard of Lore shook his head, much to Simon’s disappointment. “These are all troubling developments, Ser Simon, but the issue remains. Whether you are telling us the truth or not, you are the Overlord, and the White Unicorn’s rules explicitly prohibit us from being your friend in any way.”

“We’re not friends,” Simon replied bluntly. “We’re temporary allies of convenience at best, and that’s still pushing it.”

“Agreed,” Alphonse said sternly. “Though we will verify your claims, I still do not trust them.”

Frea nodded. “I must inform the Oracle and con—”

“No!” Belzemine said immediately, startling her friend. “I… she would demand His Majesty’s execution immediately, and I… cannot allow this.”

“But, Bel…”

“I’ll have to put my veto on informing our faulty seer as well, Frea,” Alcyone said, hands on her waist. “If half of what we’ve learned today is true, then either the Oracle is unreliable at best, or actively keeping vital information from us at worst. I want to confirm our intel by our own means before we tell her anything.”

Frea’s eyes widened in horror. “You want me to withhold such critical intelligence from the Oracle?”

“Why not? She’s hiding things from us all the time, so why should we have any qualms about doing the same? That’ll teach her a lesson about trust. Besides, I didn’t swear any oath to serve her when I joined the White Unicorn.”

Alphonse frowned and glanced at Ser Richard. “What do you think, Father?”

Ser Richard considered the matter a moment before answering. “Arresting Count Verney for his crimes is an internal matter to the Kingdom of Lore and the White Unicorn movement. The Oracle’s guidance would be welcomed, but not strictly necessary.”

The mere fact that Lore’s greatest knight was considering acting behind the Oracle’s back confirmed to Simon that Justine’s and Alcyone’s suspicions about Illusea’s guidance might be more common than Simon expected. While they didn’t seem to consider the possibility that she considered them expendable, the Oracle’s leadership seemed far from unquestioned. Ser Richard clearly hadn’t taken well the possibility that a demon now empowered his son’s Prayers.

And Frea is a friend to Belzemine first, and an Oracle loyalist second, Simon thought as he observed the hesitation written all over the elf’s face. And while Alphonse was hotheaded, Simon’s experience with him in Cocagne showed he could reassess his beliefs given time. An alliance might actually work. 

“The way I see it, let’s deal with Verney first to confirm what’s going on,” Alcyone suggested. “He’s a criminal mastermind for certain, and from what I gather, we’ll just have to take a look at his chest to confirm whether he’s a demon host or not.” 

“Allying with the Overlord to arrest a Lorean Count, even one guilty of being part of the Cobweb, would be tantamount to treason should the word get out,” Ser Richard argued. “We can manage without him.”

“No, we’ll need him to destroy the Attic and ensure Verney can’t escape. Not to mention we’ll need all the muscle we can get should the likes of that mummy or the Rogue interfere with our operation.” 

“Mmm…” Ser Richard glanced at his elven ally. “What are your thoughts on the matter, Lady Frea?”

“I trust this new Overlord only as far as I can throw him.” Frea glanced at Belzemine. “However… he has done what none of his predecessors did and freed my friend from centuries of servitude, who now vouches for him. I think that counts for something.”

Alphonse frowned. “Would you trust him?”

“No… but I will give him a chance to prove us wrong.” Frea glared at Simon. “Should you prove false, I will personally execute you.”

“Do your best,” Simon replied. The threat sounded partly hollow, considering he had already bashed in her skull in a previous reign, but she did pulverize half his Dungeon and a whole cult in the process. He had better not underestimate her. “Either way, I have a proposal for you, Alphonse.” 

The Paladin squinted at him in suspicion. “What kind?”

“I will summon my dracozombie mount and let you kill it after you join Alcyone’s Party. Between that, an exp boosting Performance from Eole, and your Heroic Destiny blessing—” He drew a few worried glances about knowing this critical information, “—providing you with a boost proportional to our sizable difference in level, it should considerably narrow the gap between us and make you tough enough to at least contribute against Verney.”

His proposal took Alphonse aback. “You… you would help a Paladin level-up? Why?”

“I told you, I want to save the world as much as you do.” Simon couldn’t help but add. “Plus, you can’t actually do anything to me right now.”

Alphonse’s jaw tightened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Well…” Simon cleared his throat. How to put it as delicately as possible? “I don’t want to sound arrogant or offensive—”

“But you do,” Voltobauta mused. 

“—but I could kill you whenever I want.” That was just the plain truth. “It’ll be months or years before you can catch up to me, even with an exp boost. You’re weak, Alphonse.” 

Alphonse now saw red, his hand gripping his sword’s handle. “You would insult me so?!”

“No, I’m stating a fact. You’re what, level thirty right now? Thirty-five at best?” Poor Alphonse’s scowl only deepened, confirming Simon’s guess. They were too early into this reign for Heroic Destiny to have helped that much. “I would have to tone down the power of my spells just so I don’t kill you by accident in the crossfire should we fight side-by-side.”

And he would get a fair share of experience from it, but best keep that secret from poor Alphonse. Still, the Paladin wasn’t deluded enough to ask for a lesson in humility. Watching the kind of Prayers Simon could call upon had already showcased the difference in power between them.

“Your arrogance will be your downfall, Overlord,” Frea warned him. “As it was for all of your predecessors.”

“He’s not wrong though,” Alcyone admitted, much to Alphonse’s annoyance. “You’re no match for Verney as you are, Al. Volto could raise undead training dumm–”

“I won’t,” Voltobauta cut in immediately. “That would be posthumous abuse.”

“But they’re already dead, they don’t care!” 

“Yes, they do. Haven’t you heard the proverb, don’t beat a dead horse? At least let your victims rest, you bloodthirsty woman.”

“Ugh, you’re both impossible.” Alcyone shrugged and focused back on Alphonse. “Al, you’re going to join my Party, and you’re going to kill that dragon.”

“I don’t take pity handouts from the Overlord,” Alphonse complained. “There has to be another way.”

“My Freedom Bird is a no whining zone, Al.” Alcyone put her hands on her waist. “We’re on a timer when it comes to certain demonic seals, and it's the Paladin’s duty to save the world from their kind. You can spit on handouts when you’re strong enough to do without them.”

“Leveling up too fast doesn’t give one time to get accustomed to their Perks and full power,” Ser Richard argued, albeit hesitantly. “But I suppose exceptional situations call for exceptional measures.”

Alphonse looked ready to protest, but seeing the lack of support helped him swallow his pride. “Fine,” he told Simon, “but you may regret this.”

“That, my friend, is entirely up to you.”



After the meeting, Simon summoned his dracozombie onto the deck and allowed Alphonse to slay it while Eole sang as promised. This apparently shot him all the way over level 50, which should let him hold his own. 

The group split up afterwards. Ser Richard and Alphonse decided to train the latter in his new Perks, while Voltobauta interrogated ghosts to learn more about the Light Megalith’s history. Frea of course asked to talk with Belzemine in private, but the latter refused; perhaps out of fear that she might be forcefully teleported back to Illusea, or more likely because she didn’t feel ready to face her old friend again on her own. Although Frea appeared wounded by her refusal, she seemed to understand the issue and agreed to give her some space. 

Meanwhile, Simon and Alcyone discussed different methods to potentially strengthen Alphonse even further. Though he knew the Paladin would never agree to it, he suggested equipping him with gear of his own devising or making use of the Overlord’s own Party System. 

“Wait, wait, wait, is that why House Magnos is so strong?” Alcyone complained once she learned of this feature. “Because your Overlord dad stole my patented Adventurer Perk and made a Party out of his kids?”

“No.” Though Simon was convinced his father had optimized his children’s Class builds over the reigns. “Come to think of it, I wonder if our Perks could overlap…”

“Let’s check.”

Unfortunately, it quickly became clear that a person couldn’t join two Parties at once after some experiments on one of Simon’s goats. Neither could she recruit him. 

She could add me to her Party back when I hadn’t upgraded my Perk, Simon thought with some disappointment. Strengthening it had induced a conflict. We won’t be able to stack all those sweet exp boosts anytime soon. A shame.

“Seems the System doesn’t support two-timing,” Alcyone mused after their failed test. “Can you summon other monsters to serve as training dummies besides your dragon? Like demons?”

Her suggestion amused Simon. “Is the Adventurer encouraging the Overlord to open the gates of Hell?”

“I mean, if we kill a demon to gain experience, the end result will be one dead fiend and stronger heroes. Sounds like a net win for the universe.”

Were all Adventurers so practical? “I could technically do it, or create a training Dungeon given enough time, but I haven’t delved into diabolism deep enough to summon anything more than relatively minor fiends, and Demonbinding costs a hefty amount of miasma to cast. My dracozombie mount is my only renewable experience resource.”

“Fair enough.” Alcyone stroked her chin. “I think we could still give Alphonse one or two more levels if we play our cards right. He should gain some pretty nifty auras, buffs, or defensive abilities to help us with.”

“He can play support while we form the frontline.” Imperial intelligence had pegged Ser Richard of Lore as a level 70 Paladin, and while the information was clearly inaccurate, Simon guessed the assessment wasn’t that far off from what he heard; he simply had levels in a Paladin Vassal Class rather than the real deal. Frea was likely around that range, maybe pushing level 75 since she could trade spells with Belzemine. “He can help me and Voltobauta destroy the Attic while the rest of you draw Verney’s attention. He’s looking for the Zodiac Fiend crystals, so mentioning you’ve found Nodens will immediately pique his interest.”

“My, aren’t you devious.” Alcyone smiled at him. “You’re sure you weren’t born to become the Rogue?”

“I think I like to dirty my hands in combat too much for that.” Though he wouldn’t mind claiming the Crestone from Silk’s bloody hands again. “Shall we proceed that way, then?”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” Alcyone patted him on the shoulder. “Oh, and don’t take Alphonse’s abrasiveness the wrong way. He’s a good and open-minded lad at heart.”

“I know,” Simon replied. He knew Alphonse had spent years being trained under the belief that Simon had murdered his master and that it was his destiny to destroy the Overlord. The mere fact that he agreed to cooperate with what should have been his mortal enemy for a time was already an extraordinary proof of tolerance. “But be warned that I will not hesitate to defend myself should he or Frea try anything.” 

“I won’t vouch for Frea, but Alphonse is more the kind to challenge you to a duel than stab you in the back. Same as his father.”

Except Ser Richard did stab me in the back once. Simon guessed losing his son in Magvolia had caused the old knight to abandon some of his scruples. “I’m told you’re familiar with them?”

“Alphonse is like the little brother I never had. His father and mine became close friends during the White Unicorn Wars, so I used to drop by his family’s place every so often.”

This fit the information Simon had on her. Truthfully, he only knew what imperial intelligence had gathered on them. Alcyone was a member of the powerful Lorean House Hyades, and had been infamous for running off and wandering around long before she gained the Adventurer Crestone while on some kind of treasure hunt. 

Meanwhile, Ser Richard wasn’t nobleborn and instead received a knight’s title for his extraordinary bravery during the wars against Endymion. It was expected that his son, who had shown enough aptitude while young to squire for the then-current Paladin, would be the first of the family to marry into the nobility proper. 

“I guessed it was your idea to have Ser Richard pretend to be the actual Paladin rather than his son to prevent his assassination?” Simon asked Alcyone. It would fit her personality to come up with such trickery. 

“Yup, though that clearly wasn’t enough. I should put him through an even more aggressive training regimen once we’re done with Verney. If you’ve learned the truth, then no doubt your siblings will catch wind of it in time.” Alcyone straightened up once she saw Voltobauta walking up to them alongside Belzemine and Frea. “So?”

“So I worked my way up to the Light Megalith’s oldest vestal, long before Pharis, but all she knew was that the Megalith was a gift her community received from the Noble Heroes,” Voltobauta admitted. “They promised her that the Goddess could hear any Prayer through it.”

Simon raised an eyebrow. “Not the Light itself?” 

“That belief spread with Pharis and the Church of the Light,” Frea said. “The very first Megaliths were gifts from the Mana Goddess meant to stabilize the elements of magic. All of them were fashioned from her roots and grew with the people’s faith.”

“The vestal’s ghost had no idea whether a demon was sealed within it, but she told me a very interesting tidbit.” Voltobauta smirked from ear to ear. “Does the name ‘Shura, the White Tiger’ mean anything to you?”

Simon nodded. He had learned about him from Vayan. “He’s one of the Five Sovereigns, greatest among the eidolons.”

“He’s pretty famous in Lore even to this day, though his cult has long died out there,” Alcyone said. “I’ve heard tales where he appears to challenge young Paladins or heroes to test their valor.”

“He used to do more than that,” Voltobauta said. “The Light Megalith’s protection was actually entrusted to him and his followers back when the Church of the Light didn’t exist.”

“No way…” Alcyone’s head perked up with interest. “First time I’ve heard of this!”

“Same,” Simon admitted, his heart growing heavy with suspicion. “You think he might know about the Light Megalith’s true nature?”

“I have no clue, but if you are all set on finding out what’s really going on… I think it would be worthwhile to catch the tiger in his den.” Voltobauta shrugged his shoulders. “Either way, I figured I would call up Pharis next and that you might be interested in being there.”

Simon nodded, at which point the Necromancer summoned Pharis’ shade. She looked exactly like the apparition Helel manifested in Agares; the same spitting image of Anna, same smile, same aura of light, bright even in death from her three eyes. 

“I am Pharis, Judge and speaker of the Light,” she said with a gentle voice Simon could finally understand. “What is it that you seek?”

Simon proceeded to interrogate her on her life, but quickly realized that it matched the official story beat for beat; that she was a young farmer’s daughter born with miraculous Visionary powers and who received a vision of an angel when she touched the Light Megalith. This then inspired her to go on a quest to spread the Church of the Light, which ended in her cruel demise. 

“Mardok resented our faith, for we gave hope to those he sought to destroy,” Pharis’ ghost said, her voice breaking. “The Overlord tortured me for seven days and nights to break my resolve, burning my flesh and tormenting my mind. He failed, for the righteous do not yield to malice and falsehood. When the demon realized my resistance only emboldened the faithful rather than shatter their spirits, he had me entombed in his walls deep beneath the earth where he thought the Light could not reach. In that, he was mistaken again. I died happy, for I had foreseen our god would call me again to destroy the Overlord.”

Which was technically true, Simon thought as he saw Voltobauta pulling out a small notebook and pen. 

“That angel you saw…” asked the pirate king. “Can you describe it?”

“She is the Light incarnate, the Exalted One, and has a voice none could deny,” Pharis said, her eyes alight with zeal. “With six wings gleaming with power, and two more on the sides of her fair face…”

A chill traveled down Simon’s spine as Voltobauta began to sketch the angel, but he already pictured it well-enough from Pharis’ words alone; a creature of immense beauty, with a mighty crystal for a heart and a single commandment for those who would listen.

“The Mana Mother is sublime and honored, but she too yields to the Highest of Radiances, the one true deity whose peaceful dominion would bless Brimir once all of its children have seen the Light.” 

Pharis smiled as she repeated her master’s lies. 

“The Light Wills it.”

  

    
        Chapter 198: Unicorn Overlord (4)

    
    
    
    
  “It can’t be a demon.” 

Simon looked over his shoulder at Alphonse. The Paladin looked forlorn, and the bleating of the goats following them didn’t help. He had been somewhat in denial since they shared their findings on Pharis, largely because the truth called into question his entire culture. Simon himself sympathized. He himself still struggled to believe it. 

Helel had inspired the Church of the Light. 

Simon had hoped it had been a normal institution which Helel usurped, but it seemed she was indeed the driving force behind it from the start. He guessed it served multiple purposes: stealing Prayers aimed at the Megalith, eidolons, and Mana Goddess to weaken and sideline them, ensure she could eventually influence her worshipers to free and empower herself, and throw mortals Mardok’s way as sacrificial pawns. 

This would also explain why the First Overlord had taken such a malicious approach—even by his usual standards—in dealing with Pharis. He had been working to suppress his strongest rival’s cult. 

Louis was right. Their creed was built on rotten foundations from the start. This displeased Simon, since it called all of his plans for the Church Party into question. Empowering them might just mean I’ll fight a stronger Helel down the line. 

They had shared the information with the team, who all took it in different ways. Alcyone and Ser Richard had remained quiet, but powered through by telling themselves they would investigate the Light Megalith after dealing with Verney; Frea had seemed confused and silent, if not in outright denial that the Mana Goddess would gift a demon-infested Megalith to others; Belzemine didn’t care; and Voltobauta had simply laughed it off. 

At least one of them found it amusing. 

“There has to be another explanation,” Alphonse insisted, both to himself and his two teammates.

“I mean, even if it is true, does it truly matter?” Voltobauta asked while up ahead of the group. The night was dark, and the village’s streets were pitch black. “The Light, as a cosmic force, is very real. It’s the belief that something so powerful would care for us mortals enough to bargain with us that is both wrong and deeply deluded.”

Alphonse glared at him. “Why wouldn’t a god answer Prayers?”

“Why would they? A real god would have nothing to prove.”

“People will always demand proof,” Simon replied. Still, Voltobauta had a point. The Light did exist as a cosmic force. Helel was simply usurping its image in the name of her own self-aggrandizement. The Church could be purified once its tenets were reformed to align with their true god, or at least rally around a new idol. “Either way, we’ll have time to check. We should be close.”

“This should be the place,” Voltobauta said, pointing at an innocuous shoemaker’s shop. This was the closest Attic’s entrance they could find to Verney’s castle. “When will he notice our presence?” 

“It should take some time, since we’re using a fetch capable of granting authorized entry. I would give it a few minutes as my flock fills his Attic’s entrails. At that point, it’ll be too late.” 

“Good. Alcyone tells me they’ve started the banquet with Verney.” The Adventurer could apparently send messages to members of her Party thanks to her additional Perks. “He’ll be busy for a while.”

“Then let’s begin.”

Voltobauta nodded and kicked the shoemaker’s door open. The grinning fetch on the other side of the counter looked up, completely unbothered.  

“I’m sorry,” the living automaton said without a care in the world. “We are currently clos–”

Voltobauta transformed into a cloud of mist that flew straight into the fetch’s mouth and nose to possess it. The substance filled the creature and overtook its mind, its eyes matching the vampire’s red hue.

“That was easier than I expected,” Voltobauta said through the fetch’s lips, its grin fading away into a normal expression. “These things truly are empty shells.”

“Let’s open the doorway then.” Simon invited his flock inside the shoemaker’s shop until they cramped it, then gave them one last speech to motivate them. “Death need not be the end of hope! Death is but a journey! Offer the flock your life, and I shall carry your souls on my shoulders to the wolfless lands!”

The goats bleated, to Voltobauta’s amusement. “I have to ask, can you understand what they say?”

“I can,” Simon confirmed. He paid close attention, words emerging from the chaos. 

“One flock, one faith, one shepherd!” the lead goat chanted like a deranged fanatic. “We must purge ourselves of the unbelievers, for milk cannot coexist with water! And the shepherd shall see that the floor is clear, free of grass, with not a single weed to bar his path!”

“Our shepherd!” the others bleated. Their brands activated, letting them grow wings and fiery hooves. “Our shepherd!”

“They’re being cute,” Simon told Voltobauta, whose smirk only deepened. He didn’t believe him.

“They remind me of all those girls who follow me around in Valne,” Alphonse admitted. “I just stopped paying attention to them after a while.”

“Have you considered recruiting them as suicide bombers too?” Simon cleared his throat as Alphonse’s gaze became unbearable. “It was a joke.”

“It wasn’t. I can tell.”

“Get a room, you two,” Voltobauta mocked them. The possessed Necromancer opened the Attic’s door in the back of the shop, then guided the flock inside as he unlocked all the doors he could. Simon and Alphonse closed the march, with the goal of infiltrating Verney’s castle through its own backdoor to cut off any potential escape. They both put on their Class outfits, with Simon layering a Nightveil on top. 

“I can’t believe it…” Alphonse muttered to himself, looking around at the many doors and corridors. “This Attic… it’s real. You were telling the truth.”

“Did you doubt us?” Simon inquired.

Alphonse scoffed. “Of course I did.”

“And here I thought offering my dragon mount as a sacrifice had formed a bond between us. I’m disappointed.”

“While I’m pretty sure you get levels off it, I have to warn you that using it as a training dummy to be slain for experience and then revived again is morally wrong,” Voltobauta said as they walked through door after door. “You should treat your undead servants better.”

“It was never alive in the first place,” Simon replied. “It’s a piece of my soul.”

“That’s even more messed up. You helped a Paladin beat up a piece of yourself.” Voltobauta glanced at Alphonse. “No offense.”

“It is… fine.” Alphonse was too straight-laced for that kind of banter, and the Attic didn’t improve his disposition. “This place seems normal to my senses at first glance, but the more I look at it, the more it feels… fake.”

“It’s an Abyssal Domain that interferes with divinations,” Simon warned him while they cast their various buffs to strengthen themselves. “Be wary. It wouldn’t surprise me if Verney had left a few guardians inside.”

“Alcyone tells me they are about to engage Verney in a fight,” Voltobauta warned them. “No doubt he’ll call for backup, so this place should be on high alert soon.”

And indeed it was. An alarm rang out in the form of a familiar song echoing through the corridors that immediately diminished Simon’s magic. 


Magic sharply debuffed. 



Thankfully, Alphonse’s abilities remained as effective as ever. Simon had heard the Paladin gained anti-debuff protections as it leveled up, and it showed. 


Alphonse of Lore’s Aura of Bravery granted you immunity to Terror, Madness, and Charm! You gain resistance against hostile mental-affecting effects!

Alphonse of Lore’s Holy Halo granted your weapons the Darkslayer quality! You will also take less damage from miasma or creatures of the Dark!

Alphonse of Lore’s Heroic Destiny gave you an experience bonus! Your current Class will gain +2% EXP for every level that the current Overlord has over you! This stacks with other experience increasing Perks!



This won’t end like our last encounter, Valravn, Simon thought, trembling in anticipation, I can assure you of that. 

The trio followed the song and stepped through a door into the very center of the Attic. 

Simon immediately recognized the seemingly endless landscape of spiraling rugs under a sky of floating doors, with dim lamps, surrealist paintings, music boxes, and distorted mannequins. The very sight of this warped place unnerved Simon to his core.

Verney was waiting for them, sitting on a leather sofa right next to a black door, a book and a lamp sitting on a small table next to him. A sheathed curved sword in the Fablan style sat against the armrest.

The sight caused Alphonse to shake, not in fear, but in disbelief and fury. It had finally hit him that, yes, the count enjoying himself in the middle of a demonic Domain proved his culpability beyond all doubts. 

“Hello, Valravn,” Simon greeted him with delight. This was an unplanned encounter, but a joyful one all the same. “How have you been?”

“Goats?” he wondered in genuine puzzlement upon seeing the flock following the trio of intruders. His eyes widened slightly upon spotting the Paladin of the group. “Alphonse? What are you doing here?”

“Lord Verney.” Alphonse drew his sword in anger. He sensed the Dark radiating off Verney. “I thought you were dining with my father.”

“Your father is dining with an associate capable of taking my form.” Either the seriousness of his situation hadn’t yet hit Verney, or he was trying to pretend nothing was wrong to buy himself more time. “A body double meant to preserve my life from assassins, if you will.” 

“Bert or Renal, I would assume,” Simon guessed.

Verney frowned, his gaze wandering to the fetch among them. His eyes widened even further with realization. 

“Ah, I see how it is. A coordinated betrayal.” Verney smiled at the fetch, his lips having a cruel edge to them. He had clearly seen through the possession. “I am disappointed, Voltobauta. I thought you would be wiser than to bite the hand that feeds you.”

“I’m a pirate, it’s what I do.” Voltobauta chuckled as his misty form emerged from the fetch’s body, leaving the creature to dissolve into snow as he materialized next to it. “I wasn’t made out to play the henchman.”

“Alas, I fear pirates are instead made to hang from gallows.” Verney rose from his seat and grabbed his sheathed sword in a flash. “I suppose you will not walk away? I abhor violence, and fighting me in this place is folly.”

“Yes, yes, you have a nice and cozy private dimension,” Simon conceded upon summoning his Overlord scepter, “but only one of us has a cult of suicidally loyal explosive goats to call upon, so who’s the real loser here?”

Thomas Verney-Valravn, Archfiend of Wrongness, had no answer to this besides stunned silence.

Simon sicced his goats upon him for his faithlessness. A dozen bleating winged demons rushed at him in a suicidal charge. 

Verney ignored them and instead adopted a stance Simon had practiced so many times before. He unsheathed his sword in a lightning-fast Quickdraw, slicking through the goats on his way to the party. Simon’s faithful soldiers were sliced in two by the blow, their holy lives snuffed out in the instant. 

A Hastened Alphonse proved more than a match for Verney’s speed. He moved in front of the group and intercepted him, their swords clashing with a steely blow that echoed across the Attic’s heart. A Class outfit taking the form of a black tunic akin to the Warrior now covered the possessed count, with a black headband now surrounding his head. 

Alphonse quickly found himself on the defensive as Verney unleashed a flurry of blows so fast the eye struggled to follow. His limbs and sword blurred, which Simon recognized as a mix of the Hasten and Mirage statuses. He struck the Paladin with a sword dance only someone with Perfect Proficiency could pull off, striking at the shoulders and legs. 

Voltobauta ran to the side to flank Verney, grabbed his pistol, and opened fire at range. The possessed count responded by kicking Alphonse away so hard that it threw him back, then deflected the manalith bullet with his blade. His sword cut the air and unleashed a crescent-shaped beam of moonlight, which Voltobauta barely avoided by turning into mist.  

Simon exploited that brief window of opportunity to sing a song of destruction. “When silence offers no respite, death’s trumpets shall herald your end! Sing my praise, Culebre Chainpiper!”

His servant appeared in a blast of miasma and chaotic cacophony, his horrendous voice drowning out the music boxes’ song. 

Culebre’s appearance briefly violated causality, causing a vision of a rotting Attic of extinguished lamps and defaced paintings to briefly overlap with the real one. It only lasted a second, but this caused Verney’s head to snap in Simon’s direction. Had he detected it too? 

Either way, what mattered was that the only song Simon could hear was Culebre’s. 


Your magic is no longer debuffed!



Perfect. Simon grinned wickedly as he pointed a finger at Verney. How long had he yearned for this moment? “Invert.”

His spell twisted all of Verney’s buffs inside out. His speed became an invisible weight heavier than gravity’s pull, and the afterimages left in his wake vanished a second before Alphonse drove his holy sword into his chest. The possessed count let out a roar of pure agony, yet only darkness and liquid quicksilver poured out of his wound.  

Verney merged with his shadow to escape the Paladin’s grip, then reappeared behind Alphonse and kicked him in the back. 

“This evil I sensed…” Verney tensed up, his skin paling. “You are the Overlord.”

“You’re all caught up,” Simon replied with a laugh as he called upon the powers of Hell. “Darkbound.”

He began to grow to gargantuan size, a shadow greater than what this feeble pocket dimension could contain. His intention was to squash Verney underfoot like a bug the same way he nearly slew Silk in Frightwall, but the count struck first. He charged at Simon with astonishing speed—if slower than before—avoiding Culebre’s attempt to ram him, and then struck at his foe’s ankle. 

“Spellsunder.”

Verney struck Simon, yet his sword didn’t harm the Overlord. The blade appeared to phase through his armor and flesh without harming either, instead cutting the miasma pipeline that connected him to the Abyss. 

What the… Simon suddenly lost control of his transformation and began to shrink, the flow of miasma he drained from his goats being disrupted. He felt as if he had pins and needles in his very soul, while finding himself shrinking back down to his original size. I can’t sustain Darkbound! 

Even Culebre appeared affected as his body leaked miasma, though he quickly defended his master by blasting Verney with a sonic blast from its trumpet. The impact shattered multiple doors and nearby lamps while sending Verney flying to the foot of a painting. Alphonse and Voltobauta immediately began to attack him at range, the former with Starshots, the latter with a mix of Ectoplasmer spells and pistol shots. Simon attempted to assist them by casting Ruin, yet his own magic fizzled in his hands. 

I can’t use spells… Simon grunted as he realized the issue. It wasn’t an ailment, or a draining effect. The bastard had instead disrupted his miasma control so intimately he struggled to maintain Culebre’s manifestation. Need to focus! 

“Haven’t you sworn an oath to destroy the Overlord, Alphonse?” Verney inquired while barely deflecting another of Voltobauta’s bullets. He was starting to feel the pressure from being attacked from all sides. “It is against him we should ally.”

“I am calling everything into question,” Alphonse replied, his voice brimming with bitterness as he incanted another Starshot. “What happened to you, Lord Verney?”

Verney responded by leaping into the painting behind as if it were a portal, dodging the Starshot spell and leaping out of another a few dozen meters away. Culebre immediately blasted the painting he exited from with another sonic blast, destroying lots of furniture such as music boxes and paintings, but missing the count. 

“My father spoke so highly of you!” Alphonse shouted while casting a healing spell on himself. “Why would you ally yourself with criminals and demons?”

“I grew tired of this pointless war, and of being sacrificed for a lie,” Verney answered, his hand holding his chest. Simon immediately detected the raw miasma radiating from him. 

The real battle would start now. 

Alphonse squinted behind his helmet. “What lie?” 

“Your elf handler didn’t tell you?” Verney sneered in disdain, darkness gathering around him. “Of course she wouldn’t. The Oracle sent her so you would be a good hound and not ask too many questions.” 

A pulse of miasma erupted from him, causing all open Attic doors to shut. Space twisted slightly, and a weight fell upon Simon. Vile magic caused Culebre to dissipate into nothingness, a weakened and still as effective song rising from the music boxes. 


Valravn the Uncanny Twins trapped you in his Abyssal Domain! All teleportation effects are negated! Illusions and lies can no longer be identified, divinations are impaired, and any spell or effect requiring a willing target will fail!

Alphonse’s Aura of Bravery, Holy Halo, and Heroic Destiny will no longer work on you!



Odd. All System messages showing the rules of a demon’s Domain usually showcased the host’s name merged with that of the Zodiac Fiend, but there was no mention of Verney. This detail unsettled Simon, who could tell it was more important than it seemed. 

Doesn’t matter, Simon told himself. Just a few more minutes and his goats would have filled enough corridors to have the Attic collapsing in on itself. This will be over soon. 

“Allow me to enlighten you, Alphonse,” Verney said as darkness shrouded his body, “so that you may carry this pain to your grave as I did.”

The count underwent a familiar transformation, his Fencer Class outfit fading away into a hooded tunic that seemed to merge with the shadows. His visage’s features disappeared into a smooth surface of sickly white skin reflecting onlookers, his limbs’ proportions growing slightly off. 

“You fight for a ghost, Paladin,” Valravn the Uncanny Twins said, his voice a poisonous whisper, “our goddess killed yours a long time ago.”
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  The Mana Goddess was… dead?

That wasn’t… no, no, it was probably a lie from the fear of Wrongness personified, and it didn’t matter in the middle of a battle either way. 

“You…” Alphonse’s voice faltered, but anger quickly overwhelmed his confusion. “You lie!”

“I don’t,” Valravn replied, his body shifting and duplicating. The demon split into three identical doubles, each of them lunging at a different foe and speaking with one voice. “Carry that knowledge with you to the Worldsoul, failed hero!”

Valravn was fast even in spite of the debuffs Simon put on him, but the Overlord had grown in levels and martial talent since their last encounter. He turned his scepter into a mace and parried his foe’s blade with it, using his superior strength to force his enemy back. 

His other allies adopted different approaches. Alphonse clashed blades with one of the doubles, only to find himself quickly on the backfoot due to his foe’s far greater stats and martial mastery, while Voltobauta patently refused close-combat by turning to mist, put distance between him and the clone, and then fired at Valravn from afar. 

“Shrivel!” He cast on his own Valravn, slightly reducing his Agility compared to the other doubles. 

“I can’t see the real one!” Alphonse warned his allies as he found himself pushed back by a relentless flurry of blows from his current opponent. The three Valravns were clearly trying to disperse the group. “And debuffs don’t spread from one dou—ah!” 

The enemy’s sword had struck at his shoulder so deeply that the blow would have likely sliced him in half without all of his Paladin protections. 

This news annoyed Simon but didn’t surprise him. He could feel otherworldly influence pushing against his mind, trying to worm its way into his senses to lead him astray, only to be swiftly repelled.


Stranger Paradise negated by Indomitable Crown!



“Mind protection?” Valravn grunted as their weapons clashed, his voice a whisper. Paladins were shielded from such trickery, and an undead like Voltobauta had innate resistance against similar effects. “I see you came prepared.” 

They did. Their group had had the foresight of calling on the shades of ancient heroes who fought Valravn in the past, so they had a rough idea of his abilities. He could prevent allies from recognizing each other through illusions, which he usually used in tandem with body doubles to sow chaos and confusion; he could create duplicates of himself, some being mere optical illusions and others solid enough to inflict real damage; he could alter his limbs and form at will; and he could manipulate shadows. 

However, they had little information on Verney’s Techniques beyond what all high-level Fencers could do naturally. Ser Richard had put forward a few guesses based on the days back when they fought on the same side, but he was sure to have missed a few like this Spellsunder. 

Simon had hoped some of the Paladin’s Perks like his Darksense would identify the real Valravn from his doubles, but the Domain’s anti-divination feature probably interfered with that. Not even his own Dark Visionary senses could tell, though that might be the result of his own miasma control being disrupted from that earlier strike. 

At least Simon still knew one spell that didn’t require much miasma control, since it didn’t use his own. 

“Pandemic Bomb.”

His order reverberated to the tune of a dozen goats’ deaths through his Devil Brands, heralding the beginning of the Attic’s collapse. The sudden shift in the Abyssal Domain’s metaphysical weight took the form of a tremor spreading through space itself. 

The rumble took the clone in front of Simon aback, which allowed him to follow through with a Technique of his own. “Underworld Hammer.”

He struck Valravn so hard and so viciously that the ground below his feet sprouted fire. 

A surge of flames erupted from the point of impact as if the Attic’s floor was normal earth, though that was likely the result of Techniques transcending the world’s logic. Valravn dissipated into shadows at the impact, revealing himself to be a copy.

He couldn’t say the same of the one fighting Alphonse. 

“Bladebreaker.”

Valravn shattered Alphonse’s sword with one blow, and then sliced his right arm off. The Paladin’s scream of pain echoed throughout the Attic as blood poured out of his wound. Another slash cut from his right shoulder to his hip and brought him to his knees. 

“No wonder you had to submit to the Overlord.” Valravn raised his sword for a lightning-fast decapitation strike. “A weakling like you is no match for hi—”

The Zodiac Fiend growled in pain rather than finish his strike as he and his double’s free hands reached for their chests in perfect coordination. A terrible buzzing noise resonated throughout the entire Domain while the closed doors above their heads cracked under the pressure of countless flies filling the corridors.

Both Simon and Voltobauta seized their chance. The former transformed his Overlord mace into a sheathed sword with Warmonger and triggered his Quickdraw Technique, while the Necromancer shot his own opponent straight in the head. 

Simon closed the gap separating him from the Valravn about to kill Alphonse in the blink of an eye and cut him in two, reducing him to shadows. The one Voltobauta shot stumbled back as the manalith projectile exploded. The blow would have blown off a normal person’s head, but only left the demon with a wound dripping with liquid quicksilver.

“I’ve got the real one!” Voltobauta shouted, only for another tremor to follow. He looked up to see poison corroding the doors above. “Uh oh…”

The portals shattered, and a flood of flies fell upon the Attic in a tide of vermin. The bugs swarmed the sky and corridors, delivering death and destruction to all the Cobweb’s hideouts across the world and causing the pocket dimension to start collapsing under its own spiritual weight. The anti-teleportation effect of the Abyssal Domain had already been deactivated.

The wounded Valravn looked up to the army of hungry flies rushing down on him, and did what any coward would: he summoned a shadowy door and rushed to it in an attempt to escape. 

“This whole place is going to blow!” Voltobauta shouted. The door sky had begun to collapse into pieces upon them. 

“Take Alphonse and teleport out to Belzemine!” Simon ordered the Necromancer as he pursued Valravn. “We’ll regroup after he gets some healing!”

Valravn opened the door and rushed through with Simon hot on his tail, while Voltobauta grabbed Alphonse and used a teleport gem to disappear. No sooner had the Overlord crossed the threshold that he felt the pocket dimension collapsing on itself behind them.

The door led into an underground and dimly-lit crypt, likely located below Verney’s castle. Tremors shook the walls from distant explosions. Valravn ran into darkened tunnels while Simon followed, his steely footsteps echoing throughout the passages. It wasn’t long before he lost sight of the demon, much to his annoyance.

“There’s nowhere to run to!" Simon shouted. He could feel his miasma control was starting to return. “You are cornered!”

“That I may be,” Valravn’s voice echoed from the shadows, “but this snake still has his fangs!”

Simon grunted and tested his restored magic by renewing his cursebuffs, including the illusion-piercing Clear Eyes, then picked up on a noise coming from deeper in the crypt. He warily followed the trail until he entered some kind of large mausoleum vault supported by four wide pillars of piled up bones. The walls were lined with skeletons caked in mud, and the floor covered in a mosaic representing Prophetess Pharis herself.

A battle was already underway there. Ser Richard and Alcyone were clashing blades with three of Verney’s clones, the echoes resounding across the crypt. It only took Simon a glance to realize the issue at hand. 

“A little help here?” Alcyone asked upon spotting Simon. 

“As you wish,” Simon replied. 

He activated Hellfire Gaze and blasted every person there with his unholy sight. 

It was true his Dark Visionary vision couldn’t tell Valravn apart from his doubles… but it could detect the small, nearly imperceptible whiff of miasma radiating from them, even when disguised. It was true shapeshifting rather than illusions, or his spell would have seen through the disguises, but the demon’s deception was still no match for his third eye. 

Since all of them were impostors, he burned them to a crisp with Hellfire Gaze. He watched the Valravns and his fake teammates dissipate into smokeless flames and shadows, before quickly realizing his error.

The real one wasn’t among them.

He snuck behind me! Simon immediately turned while preparing to cast Chaos Wave to throw the enemy back, when a detail left him frozen in place: pink petals falling from nowhere. Cherry blossoms?

“Crimson Blossom.”

Valravn’s sword struck him like a whip from a thousand directions.

The onslaught of slices was so quick and violent it seemed to come from everywhere at once. Valravn’s blade moved at such a terrible speed it appeared to multiply, his sword shifting into six iron fangs biting relentlessly. The cuts reached through the chinks in his armor with swift violence and drew his poisonous blood. 


Critical hit! Critical hit! Critical hit! Bleed ailment transferred by Love–Bleed ailment!



The onslaught of slices left Simon little room to free himself from the combo, but his acidic blood dulled the enemy blade enough to provide an opening. He managed to activate Devil’s Arm and grabbed Valravn by the chest. He immediately activated Crown of Pain, the sight of it briefly causing the demon to falter. 

“Suffer!”

He ripped the veil between dimensions open and attempted to cast Valravn into Hell.

It suddenly occurred to Simon that he hadn’t checked whether the imp he stuck there in the previous reign was still there, but the demiplane appeared empty enough to hunger for Valravn. He could taste the fear in the Zodiac Fiend’s voice. 

“No…” Valravn’s heart pulsated with darkness. “No!”

The Twins’ crystal unleashed a wave of miasma that threw them both away from each other and cancelled out Simon’s ability. However, he immediately exploited the opportunity to cast Ruin. Patches of black sores appeared on Valravn’s skin, to Simon’s delight. 

There was something darkly amusing about how everyone seemed to have a counter to the Poison ailment, but not Disease. 

The weakened archfiend rushed at him once again, using the very exact same Technique he used to disrupt Darkbound earlier, but Simon blasted him across the mausoleum with Chaos Wave. He crashed through a bone pillar. 

I’ve learned my lesson. You’re never getting close enough to do that again. Simon activated Hellfire Gaze and forced Valravn to vanish back into the shadows to avoid being incinerated. He also drained some of his remaining livestock to heal himself a bit, while pitying the poor imperial spy Shabram selected to marry him. That woman must have suffered a lot across the reigns. Mages are helpless with disrupted magic, but so is a swordsman who can’t reach their target.

Unfortunately, Valravan still had a few ranged options. He danced around Simon, waving crescent-shaped blades of light with his sword and firing shadowy orbs from his hand. Simon transformed his mace into a shield to protect himself while retaliating with Ectoplasmer. 

“This crown… it’s Nodens’ power…” Valravn hid behind one of the remaining pillars. His voice wavered. “Is that what you are after, Overlord? My strength?”

“Your head will suffice.” Simon blasted the pillar apart with a burst of Hellfire, only to find nothing behind it. He quickly cast Chaos Wave and repelled Valravn as he emerged from the shadows once more. He might have managed to land a blow had he not been so drastically slowed down. 

The disease, debuffs, and his Domain’s loss are taking their toll. Simon grunted at the poisonous blood dripping between his fingers. The Crown of Pain thankfully didn’t affect him personally, but he was still a little hurt a bit from that last Technique. I can outlast him. 

Then a hole opened up in the ceiling.

Both Simon and Valravn looked up to see a knight falling upon the latter, a copy of the Mana Sword in his hands. The archfiend barely had time to raise his own weapon to protect himself, but his attacker shattered it on impact with the very same Technique he used to defeat Alphonse earlier. Another swing nearly gutted Verney and threw him back a few feet. 

Valravn growled upon rising back up, his tunic drenched in oozing shadow and quicksilver. “Richard.”

“What have you done to yourself, Thomas?” Ser Richard raised a hand when Simon took a step forward to assist. “Where is the man of the people I so admired?”

“There was once a time when this vessel of mine dreamed of a better world.” Valravn summoned another sword from the darkness itself. “But humans are weak of heart, Richard. The powerful laugh at the misery of those dying in the gutters, whereas the lowborn would rather have slaves of their own rather than seek freedom and equality.” 

Richard tightened his grip on his weapon. “Is there anything left of you inside this thing?”

“Only bitter hatred, I’m afraid.” Valravn wreathed his sword in blue flames and adopted a fighting stance. “All I care about now, is to plunge this world into an abyss of terror and to dance among screams.”

Ser Richard let out a sigh of resignation. “Why did you have to say that?”

A pillar of light burst through from the ceiling and smote Valravn. 

The archfiend screamed in pain as holy radiance incinerated him. It seemed the very sun had burst into the crypt and set it ablaze. Simon himself had to raise his hand to protect his eyes, though he distinguished two forms descending from above. 

Frea floated above them while clad in her Sage outfit, her staff raining holy light keeping the archfiend firmly pinned in one place and away from any shadows. Belzemine floated down behind her, her fingers flickering with fire. 

“Teraburn.”

Blue flames blasted Valravn’s skin and clothes, leaving his misshapen, faceless body exposed. He had no mouth to scream with, and yet his wail had grown louder than a company’s worth of minstrels. 

Simon quickly realized that Ser Richard had simply sought to distract Valravn, and he quickly joined in on the effort with Hellfire Gaze. The demon tried to crawl away, but there was no shadow left for his thieving self to take refuge in. Soon, all that remained of him were ashes, the Zodiac crystal of the Twins, and a small rush of experience. 

Thomas Verney had been slain by the very same light he so adored. 


Level 72 Overlord Perk: Unyielding Essence V (Passive): You gain immunity to Bleed, Slow, Blind, Stasis, and Silence. 



That…

That was it? 

Ailment immunities—though it could have come earlier and made a few Titles redundant—but… only one level after slaying him? Even taking into account the fact that his experience was split between multiple people, Simon had hoped to gain at least one more level from slaying such a dangerous foe.

Could it be a trick? Simon wondered as he quickly moved to grab the Twins crystal. The malice and power inside was unmistakable. No, no, this is no forgery. 

Valravn, hidden leader of the Cobweb and extraordinary thorn in Simon’s foot, was finally dead. 



As Simon had guessed, the crypt Valravn had fled to had been located inside his castle. It was likely full of traps or holding a secret vault for him to hide in emergencies. They would have some time to explore the premises. 

It turned out Alcyone and the others had been busy while Simon’s group confronted Verney. A fetch impostor had replaced the count during the dinner while the castle’s staff was entirely made of the Cobweb’s Fangs, murderous mannequins, and automatons. Alcyone had had little trouble handling them, and it pleased Simon to learn that Renal had been among the casualties. 

As for Alphonse, he would live, though he would have perished already without Belzemine and his Paladin Perks. 

“Paladins are quite hardy,” Alcyone commented. “The one that gave the White Unicorn its name fought Gargauth for days on end. She healed almost faster than he could hurt her.”

“I’ve heard the tales.” Though Alphonse still had a long way to go before he could even meaningfully contribute to any Zodiac Fiend confrontation. “Did Voltobauta tell you?”

“About that claim that the Mana Goddess is dead?” Alcyone scoffed. “That’s just not possible.”  

“I agree, it doesn’t add up.” Besides the fact that Simon knew better than to believe a master liar, there were some pretty big inconsistencies in his claim. “She’s the Worldtree’s dryad. She can only dies if it does, and that would have destroyed the world's balance already.”

“Yeah, not to mention she answers Prayers all the time.” Doubt suddenly crept on Alcyone’s face. “Huh.”

Simon raised an eyebrow, before he quickly guessed what was on her mind. “We know of at least one case of Prayer impersonation.”

“Yes… yes, it wouldn’t hurt to confront Frea over it once we’ve finished scouring this cursed castle of its rats. I’ve always wondered why the Mana Goddess hasn’t been seen in centuries…” Alcyone crossed her arms. “Illusea has some pretty big explaining to do for hiding the Zodiac Fiends from us.”

So they were finally starting to believe. Simon had allowed Alcyone’s crew and the others to keep the Twins crystal for study, largely because he couldn’t devour it at this time and he needed them to confirm it was indeed a Zodiac Fiend. 

“Is Valravn truly dead?” Simon wondered. 

“He seemed as pretty dead as one can possibly be, though I’ll have Volto check by summoning Verney’s soul.” Alcyone crossed her arms. “Didn’t you say that he could create duplicates?”

“Yes, and split at least one person in two different individuals.” Could that be connected to the fact his host’s name didn’t appear when he used his Domain? “You think he could have one more body double hidden somewhere?”

“You tell me. What’s bothering you about this?”

“It’s just… I only got a single level out of Verney’s death.”

“Welcome to the life of a high-level person!” Alcyone laughed at him. “Hear me out. You know Muse, the country full of engineers?”

“Yes, I can read a map.”

“Their Arithmancers spent years studying the exp curve to figure out how it works, and they’ve gotten close enough to learn this startling fact: it takes as much experience to bring a level 1 person to level 54, for a level 73 fighter to reach level 74.”

Simon remained silent as the enormity of that statement sank in. It was no wonder Louis was so eager to start a civil war. Nothing short of tearing down their family’s own empire would give him that rush. 

“It blows the mind, doesn’t it? And the exp difference between level 89 and 90 is the same gulf that separates level 1 from 71.” Alcyone kept rubbing salt on his wounds. “Once you hit the seventies, you either live out your archetype every single second of your life, or you pray for an elven lifespan. I wouldn’t be where I am if I wasn’t constantly on the lookout for fabled lost continents.”

“You don’t want me to live every day of my life as the Overlord, Alcyone.”

“I don’t, for sure.” Alcyone smiled at him. “You’re right though, it’s too early to celebrate. The Rogue, that Ludwig Bert, and Chrom Cruak were nowhere to be found today, so we’ll have to assume they’re stranded somewhere. They might cause us some trouble in the future.” 

True. The Attic’s destruction and the Twins’ capture had mostly destroyed the Cobweb as an organization, but it still left a few loose ends. “The Rogue is likely in Valne at this moment, and Bert has a trap-filled mansion in Muse, but I’ve no idea where Chrom Cruak could be. I could create a device compelling Valravn to answer us.” 

“I’m sure we’ll find a clue somewhere in these dusty old crypts.” Alcyone patted him on the shoulder. “Let’s rob some graves while Volto isn’t here to complain about it.”




  

    
        Chapter 200: Unicorn Overlord (6)

    
    
    
    
  As expected of a demon’s castle, Verney’s fortress was full of traps. Hidden wands that blasted corridors with energy bolts, petrifying runes hidden in the walls, snake pits, and the ever-popular mimic. It didn’t surprise Simon that the archfiend representing wrongness would feel a certain kinship with shapeshifters. 

Thankfully, an Adventurer was nothing if not an expert at robbing such places blind, and they had yet to encounter a trap Alcyone couldn’t deal with. 

“Of course the Mana Goddess isn’t dead,” Frea insisted, her words brimming with pure annoyance. Her staff provided the light required for those who couldn’t see through the darkness in Verney’s undercroft. “The very idea is absurd. Anyone can see the Worldtree half a sea away from Illusea, and any dryad will tell you it stands at the very center of the wheel of reincarnation.”

“But have you actually seen her?” Alcyone pushed. “Has she ever shown her face in the three centuries you spent in Illusea?”

Frea hesitated before answering, “No, I have not. Nobody is allowed to visit her except for the Oracle herself and a handful of Augurs, who share her messages.”

The more Frea spoke, the more suspicious Alcyone became. “What about the dryads? Since they’re connected to the Mana Goddess, they should be able to talk with her too.” 

“I… I would assume so?” Frea shifted uncomfortably. “All I know is that the Mana Goddess is not to be disturbed and will walk among us again once the Overlord is no more.”

“Let me rephrase my question: have you ever met an elf in Illusea who has encountered the Mana Goddess in the flesh, besides the Oracle and the Augurs?”

“I… a handful. They said she stopped walking among the people a long time ago.” Which, when coming from an elf, probably meant at least a millennium or two. “Why are you asking me this, Alcyone?”

“Because my gut is telling me there’s something fishy about it all.” Alcyone stopped in front of a wall, then lazily pressed on one of the stones. A pit trap opened up a few feet away, forcing the group to walk around its edges. “The whole mess with the Light Manalith, the fact we only have one blessed Mana Sword, the goddess’ complete silence… aren’t you just a tiny bit suspicious?”

Frea pouted, but her doubts were written all over her face. “Does it change anything? Our duty is still the same: to destroy the Overlord and protect the world.”

“I’m in the room, you know,” Simon reminded her.

“Destroy the Class,” Frea corrected herself. “There must be a way to purify you of it without killing you.”

“Oh? Have you decided to spare my life?” Simon raised an eyebrow. “I’m touched.”

Now she looked almost confused. “You have freed my friend and saved Alphonse's life at no gain to yourself. Why would I want you dead after all that?” 

“I told you waging life and death battles together created the strongest bonds,” Alcyone mused. “Speaking of that, Simon, we need to talk about your battle tactics. Volto’s account tells me you have some room for improvement.”

Simon didn’t deny it. “If you are speaking of my spellcasting, I just didn’t expect Verney to be capable of disrupting my miasma control.”

“Well, you should have. You don’t become a high-level fighter without countermeasures to mages.”

“Yes, but I expected a debuff like those music boxes or the Silence ailment. Not something so unexpected as that Spellsunder Technique.” Especially since Verney hadn’t used that Technique against him during their first encounter, though it might have been because he was confident enough in his music box trap at the time. “How does it even work?”

“Beats me, but I would bet it comes from Fablan. Verney spent years there.”

“Fablan’s people invented many Techniques over the centuries,” Frea commented. “More than any other nation.”

Then perhaps Simon should dedicate a reign to studying Techniques there. The Monk had looked like a rather pleasant and wise individual at first glance, and conquering the Yamimakai region in the north would provide some much needed experience.

“Anyway, any high-level fighter will assume any high-level spellcaster will have covered the Silence weakness and use something else.” From the smirk on her face, Alcyone clearly enjoyed playing the teacher. “My tried-and-true solution is to blitz them in close combat, because their Classes generally have few options to fight in melee, tend to have low Agility, and rarely learn how to parry. I know Richard and other fighters love to disrupt enemy spells with Techniques and then follow through with a killing blow while they’re off balance.”

“We spellcasters tend to be on the frailer side,” Frea admitted. “But we do have spells to repel foes in close quarters.”

“If you’re fast enough to trigger it,” Simon said, conveniently keeping quiet about that reign where he killed her by bashing her face in with his mace before she could blast him. He didn’t like being criticized for his fighting style after spending over twenty reigns improving on it. “I think I have plenty of tools to deal with my foes.”

“Yes, but do you know how to use them well?” Alcyone didn’t wait for him to answer. “Richard wasn’t wrong about the dangers of leveling up too fast. Have you had time to explore all the possibilities of your lower-level Perks? Have you fought so many mages that you’ve learned to immediately get close before they can cast spells, or to corner rogues to limit their mobility and then overwhelm them with areas of effect attacks they can’t dodge?”

“My visions taught me how to defeat Verney,” Simon pointed out. While he lied about how he gained his powers and memories overnight, designing the strategy to defeat him had taken a few tries.

“Yes, but you still had to consider your options in the fight, which wastes precious time and leads you to act rashly under pressure.” Alcyone shrugged her shoulders. “People who level-up too quickly all fall into two categories: either they have so many options they’re unsure which of them they should rely on, or they immediately abandon older abilities for newer, stronger ones without considering their Class as a whole.”

Now that she put it that way, Simon had been falling into that pattern for a while. She actually might have some wisdom to provide. “And what’s the difference compared to high-level individuals who grew into their power more slowly?” 

“Optimization,” Alcyone replied with a smirk. She had been waiting for that question. “They know which dance to pick the moment they hit the ballroom floor or meet the right partner. Honestly, you should take a whole year off just working on refining your combat tactics for each type of oppon—”

“Alcyone,” Frea cut in, “are you seriously advising him on how to become a stronger Overlord?”

“Uh…” Alcyone scratched the back of her head. “I just feel like it would be criminal not to point it out… and he did give us an exp dragon dummy… and he helped us uncover an evil conspiracy…” She smiled sheepishly. “Now I’m torn.”

“Don’t be!” Simon encouraged her. He had the feeling she had stumbled on a weakness he had to correct. “I love getting stronger!”

Alcyone just couldn’t resist giving one last piece of advice. “What I’m saying is that you need a battle script for each type of opponent. Find yourself facing a spellcaster? You know to open with this and that without thinking. Fighting a swordsman? Break their sword, then strike hard while they’re surprised.” 

Simon pondered her words. He could see the value of her advice; while he had indeed worked on ‘battle scripts,’ as she called them, they always centered around a specific opponent rather than a type of them based on his experience. He had learned to exploit Thalas’ lack of ranged options because he had seen that weakness in action in the past for example, but he didn’t immediately default to Darkflight and then ranged attacks when encountering fighter-type foes. 

For example, both Verney and Ser Richard ended their battles with an enemy swordsman by using their Bladebreaker Techniques to shatter their blades and follow through with a strong blow. This implied that it was a tried-and-true tactic to deal with enemy high-level fighters. 

Simon always approached each encounter as if it were unique, and that cost him precious time in battle. Between his spells, Edicts, Techniques, and Perks, he should have all the tools required to deal with anything, but knowing which of these hundreds of options was most appropriate was another matter altogether. He also didn’t immediately assume high-level enemies would have a way of disabling his magic either and thus plan around it. 

Simon had already been considering developing a single cursebuff and debuff to ensure he only had to cast one spell rather than a dozen for the same result. Perhaps he should focus on that after completing his memory-alteration curse.  

If his leveling was indeed slowing down, then he would be better off maximizing his current options rather than further widening them… 

Either way, the corridor they were in ended up leading them to an underground room full of strange curios, including murals showing stylized maps of the pre-Doom supercontinent, a stylized mosaic of a Navarran pyramid floating in nothingness with light shining from the tip, various crudely carved manaliths of various colors, and a rusty device similar to Voltobauta’s Musan pistol, albeit with a cannon the length of an arm. 

“The coast's clear,” Alcyone said after checking the room. “This must be Verney’s secret archeological collection; the items he doesn’t show to the public.”

“Is that a Musan cannon?” Simon wondered upon looking at the rusty device. 

“An early prototype, I would presume.”

“The civilizations before the Doom made many breakthroughs under the Noble Heroes’ guidance, such as mana-powered trains and the first golems,” Frea said, her gaze wandering to the manaliths. “Those must be dynaliths.” 

Simon recalled that dynaliths were humans’ first attempts at replicating Crestones. They couldn’t channel a whole Class’ worth of abilities, but they could mimic some of their individual Perks, grant stat boosts, or teach spells. They had largely fallen into obsolescence since the invention of Vassal Classes.

“I always found it curious, his obsession with the pre-Doom era…” Alcyone studied the pyramid mosaic and then the map. “Where’s that point supposed to be?”

“An empty spot in the middle of the desert, as far as I can tell,” Simon replied, though he would have Shabram send a team there to check. “It could be related to Chrom Cruak.”

“His tomb, maybe? He’s a mummy, he’s got to have a trap-infested tomb.” Alcyone nodded to herself. “Let’s grab everything and bring it to the surface so my crew can put these things through analysis spells.”

The bleating of the faithful echoed in through the unclean halls, and Simon turned to face his remaining followers; undead goats he had raised from the dead after they martyred themselves blowing themselves up to destroy the Attic. 

“Shepherd, the area is purged of filth!” the lead goat said, its rotting lips still red-green with mimic blood. “We have feasted upon the unclean, for all the heathen weeds look like edible grass in the faithful’s eyes!”

“Thou hast done well, my holy creation,” Simon replied. Frea looked at him as if he were some sort of insane lunatic, but to ignore the skeptics was the mark of a true prophet. “Rejoice, for blessed with full bellies are those who believe in me!”

“You’re enjoying this a bit too much,” Alcyone commented. “Should we start calling you the Overgoat or something?”

“The Shepherd will do.”

“The Shepherd knows best!” his undead flock answered as one. “The Shepherd is the stick and the grain! All hail the Shepherd!”

It was good to be a living god. Simon could get used to i–

Alcyone slapped him in the back of the head, returning Simon to reality. “What was that for?!” 

“To expel a stupid idea working its way into your thick skull.” Alcyone put her hands on her waist and pouted at the goats bleating at her. “Are they complaining?”

More like calling for your burning at the stake. “You’re lucky I am a forgiving man.”



Looting Verney’s castle brought in a lot of curios, magical artifacts, and quite a few chests of gold—being a count doubling as a secret criminal mastermind paid well—but few clues on his allies. Simon hoped Voltobauta’s attempts to summon the bastard’s departed soul or Renal’s would correct that issue. 

Otherwise, he took a moment to visit Alphonse. The poor Paladin had been resting in his cabin under Belzemine’s care. He found them both there, with Alphonse having had his arm reattached and his bloody wounds firmly closed. 

The things a level 78 Healer can do… However, it only took Simon a glance at Alphonse’s face to tell that the psychological wounds were another matter entirely. The Paladin was sitting in his bed and looking at his own Crestone rather than at the Overlord in the room. He didn’t take his defeat well.

“How is he?” Simon asked Belzemine.

“His arm should be perfectly functional by tomorrow, Your Majesty.”

“Then what’s on your mind, Alphonse?” Simon asked after closing the door behind him and taking a seat near his bed. “That’s not the face of someone who just leveled-up.”

Alphonse looked away from his Crestone just long enough to glare at him, though that anger faded into impotent frustration quickly enough. 

“I’m weak,” Alphonse admitted out of the blue. 

“Yes, you are,” Simon confirmed. There was no point in denying it. “But you knew that already when you took up the job. There was no way you could catch up to someone like Verney in such a short amount of time, and you contributed well enough.”

Alphonse scoffed. “All I did was draw the enemy’s attention and survive the consequences.”

“I would say surviving five minutes in melee with a demon twenty levels above you is pretty impressive by itself.” The gulf between the Noble and Vassal Classes was vast, and the Paladin was indeed resilient when pitted against followers of the Dark. “Others faced better odds and died for it.”

His words fell on deaf ears. It appeared Valravn’s taunts about Alphonse’s weakness had cut deeper than expected. 

“My master was a great knight,” Alphonse said. “A powerful knight. Your family’s assassins had to murder him in his sleep to have a chance, after which the Paladin Crestone chose me.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“It’s a lie.” 

That caught Simon unaware. “What do you mean?”

“King Uther of Lore gathered his knights after my master’s murder, and I was allowed to attend the gathering on behalf of being his squire. The Crestone was put on a table and left to roll towards its new champion. For a second, it seemed it had picked Father… but then it stopped and rolled towards me.” Alphonse shook his head. “They said he was too old, and that though he could transfer his Knight levels to Paladin, his stats would have lagged behind. Father reassured me that the Crestone chose me because of my potential… but I knew better. I knew I was the second choice.”

You’re not the second pick, you’re far below that. Simon would have been the Paladin in a better life, and his father had run roughshod through all the other candidates. But you were still picked from a very narrow list.

“So what?” Simon replied honestly. 

His non-pitying response took Alphonse aback. “My father would have been the better Paladin.”

“You said it yourself that your Crestone disagreed. And who cares either way?” Simon shrugged his shoulders. “Do you realize how fantastically lucky you are? Even if you were the second pick to become the Paladin out of millions upon millions of potential candidates, you’re still the Paladin at the end of the day. Countless men would take your place if they could.”

“Are you…” Alphonse squinted at him. “Are you trying to cheer me up?”

“I am, because I know what it is like to have been weak. I lived my childhood in the shadow of a brute who could have killed me if I spoke out of turn.” And though he had moved beyond his enmity with Thalas, he still loathed feeling vulnerable. “You will become strong one day. You simply need to work hard and be patient.”

“What has the world come to, when the Overlord sympathizes with the Paladin?” Alphonse studied him warily. “Why did you save me back there?”

“I don’t have any personal animosity with you, if that’s what you’re implying.” Simon and Alphonse had fought together against Casval-Nodens, and they only came to blows because circumstances demanded it. He kinda saw a bit of himself in the young Paladin. “In fact… in another life, we might have been friends and family. My mother was planning to elope with your uncle to Lore until my father decided otherwise.”

“So you’re saying that I am, what, your cousin?”

“I mean that together, we have a chance to end this destructive conflict between Overlords and Paladins that has poisoned Brimir for far too long. The Zodiac Fiends are our true enemies.”

“Bold of you to say that when your Class embodies evil incarnate…” Alphonse almost smiled. “But I suppose if I can’t live up to the Paladin ideal, then you fall short of the Overlord one too.” 

Simon returned his smirk when another newcomer teleported into the cabin. 

“I’m glad to see you’re doing well, Alphonse,” Alcyone said as she eyed him and Simon. “And it’s good you’re here. I wanted to talk to you both in private.”

“In private?” Alphonse frowned at her. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve extensively grilled Frea. I am now almost entirely sure she was simply sent to protect you from Overlord assassins without any other directive besides reporting to the Oracle now and then.” Alcyone stroked her chin. “She’s not in on the conspiracy.”

“The conspiracy?” Simon inquired. 

“Come on, you’ve noticed it too. The Zodiac Fiends, the Light Megalith, the Mana Sword, our absentee goddess, whatever’s going on with Firew—Lady Belzemine.” Alcyone cleared her throat at that verbal lapse. “Sorry.”

“I do not mind,” Belzemine replied, which crushed Simon a little. All the progress they had made in the Sanctuary reign, wiped away. 

“Anyway, something’s going on. Something the Oracle doesn’t want us to know about, and I want to find out what.” Alcyone stroked her chin. “I’ve asked Volto to work his way through the ancient Noble Heroes’ ghosts until he finds those who fought the Maiden so we can figure out what happened then.”

“Verney’s soul might know more, if we can summon it,” Simon pointed out. “I also have tools that can bind a Zodiac Fiend to an item and to the user’s will.”

“I’ll… think about that a bit more,” Alcyone replied uneasily. “I try to trust you, but letting the Overlord bind an archfiend into service is a pretty big ask for now. We can look into tracking down the other Weavers for information too.”

“What about Shura of the West?” Alphonse suggested. “He could tell us the truth about the Light Megalith and clear up this demon-angel misunderstanding.”

“That crossed my mind too. He’s supposed to test Paladins, and we have one right here.” 

“I think…” Simon’s tongue clicked in his mouth. “I think Belzemine is also connected to the Mana Goddess in some way.”

The way the Mana Sword reacted to her, her overwhelming radiance, that time when Junon mistook her for her sister… there were just too many hints pointing in that direction. 

“Then we bring her to the tiger’s den and to Serras to check on the Light Megalith.” Alcyone smiled at Simon. “Would you like to join us on this tour of the Holy Kingdom of Lore, Overlord Simon? In disguise, of course.”

“How kind of you,” Simon replied, his lips pursing into a smirk. “I accept.”

Everything should be fine so long as they stayed clear of the inquisitors…

  

    
        Chapter 201: Unicorn Overlord (7)

    
    
    
    
  Few things felt better in this world than a new spellcasting Tier. 

“Holy stone, restore that which was lost! Regenerate!” 

Helel’s plundered power flowed through Simon and illuminated the courtyard of Verney’s now empty castle, causing the cuts he had inflicted on himself to close on their own. 


You and all allies within range have gained the Regen status for one minute! 



Regen was nothing new to Simon, since it was one of the first beneficial statuses he had Belzemine and others cast on him during fights… but he had always been forced to rely on others to apply it to him before. 

“Your Majesty is making quick progress,” Belzemine congratulated him, having taught him the Prayer herself. 

The other spellcaster in the courtyard, Frea, was far less impressed. “Is it wise to use corrupted Prayers? I do not entirely believe that it is an archfiend that answers them, but surely relying on their power will have its own cost.”

“My Perks protect me from their influence, and any miasma I steal from them is energy they cannot use on more vulnerable targets,” Simon replied. The other tier VII Prayer he was practicing, Sunbeam, created a focused beam of sunlight particularly potent against Dark beings and vampires. It would serve him well. “Of course, I am always open to alternatives.”

“I will not teach you the Nova spell,” Frea replied bluntly. “Or any other, for that matter.”

“Pity.” Oh well, Simon still had a lot of other spells to work on in the short-term, from completing his memory altering sorcery to creating a multi-cursebuff. He should also check if he could at least mimic part of Carbuncle’s ability to show people’s hidden desires with his newly improved Mind affinity. No secret would escape his gaze once he learned how to read minds. “Sunbeam it will be.”

Frea glanced at Belzemine, who avoided her gaze. The elven archmage remained quiet before asking, “Will you open up to me if I teach him?”

Frea’s question took both Simon and Belzemine aback, with the latter remaining silent and staring at the ground rather than her friend. 

“I do not understand. I have been looking forward to our reunion for over three hundred years. I had hoped we could reconnect now that you are finally free, but all you do is avoid me.” Frea scowled at her friend, sorrow flashing in her gaze. “Do I… remind you of what happened to our home?”

“I…” Belzemine’s hesitation was an answer in itself. “I exist to serve His Majesty.”

“But you don’t need to,” Frea argued. “We could start over somewhere else now that you are free—”

“I am not!” The worst part wasn’t the absence of anger in that statement, but the fear, despair, shame, and longing. “All I wish is to serve His Majesty in any way I can, Frea. I have no other purpose.”

While he wasn’t particularly close to her, Simon had to admit the confusion and horror on Frea’s face tugged at his heartstrings. She was the only person alive who had known Belzemine before Mardok got to her, and it finally hit her just how much damage had been done to her friend. 

“What did they do to you?” Her sorrow turned to anger focused on Simon. “Did you—”

“I did nothing to her, but my predecessors…” Simon shook his head. “You don’t even want to imagine it.”

But she could, or at least picture an ounce of the cruelty they put her friend through. Frea studied Belzemine for a moment, then moved to hug her. Belzemine gasped slightly at the sudden contact, but didn’t push her away.

“It’s okay,” Frea said while squeezing her friend. “I have waited three hundred years to meet you again. I will help you return to your senses, even if it takes another century.”

Belzemine bit her lip in slight shame and guilt, but eventually returned the hug upon being reminded that someone did care about her. 

Alcyone chose that moment to teleport into the courtyard, bringing quite a few people with her: Voltobauta, who carried a thick umbrella to protect himself from the morning sun; Ser Richard; and Alphonse’s entire party. 

Simon wasn’t wearing his Overlord armor, but he could tell Satine and Mel had already been informed of his true identity from the former’s venomous glare and the latter’s unease at his mere presence. 

“You’ve told them, Alphonse?” Simon guessed. 

The Paladin nodded firmly. “Yes, I did. I cannot lie to people willing to die by my side.”

Yes you can, and it gets easier over time. Simon held his tongue despite his thoughts. No wonder the Paladin no longer suits me. 

At least Alphonse had brought a Mana Sword replica to replace the blade Valravn shattered. Simon had offered to transform one of his fangirls into a replacement soulbound weapon, but Alphonse declined. 

It was a pity. A flattering soulbound sword constantly singing his praises would have done wonders for his self-esteem.

“Satine, Mel.” Frea’s mood immediately improved at the sight of her teammates. “How was your vacation?”

“I wouldn’t call it a vacation, considering the man-eating fly invasion we had to exterminate near the docks,” Mel complained.

“Innocent people could have been hurt if we hadn’t intervened,” Satine said icily, “but I suppose a scion of House Magnos wouldn’t care.”

“It was a necessary evil,” Simon replied without guilt or remorse. Killing Valravn and putting an end to the Cobweb through their Attic’s destruction would spare countless people from death and slavery. “We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you had the strength and knowledge to do better, so spare me your judgmental attitude.”

The two women glared at him, with Satine turning to her Paladin friend. “You won’t say anything?”

“He’s not wrong,” Alphonse replied, to his allies’ shock. “We shouldn’t be so weak as to need the Overlord’s assistance of all people. That needs to change.”

“There’s hope for you yet, Alphonse.” Simon glanced at Alcyone’s gaze. “So?”

“So that ‘larder’ in Gorre was full of corpses, with no Elsa Nightengale to be found. I take it they panicked and cut off loose ends when their doors stopped working. We couldn’t find any leads in Valne either, so that leaves Muse.”

“I have informed the proper authorities, who will move to seize and investigate all of the Bert Trading Company’s assets in the kingdom,” Ser Richard added. “If the Rogue dares to show herself again, we will know.”

At least this suggested to Simon that Silk and her kind were more interested in going into hiding rather than causing trouble, at least in the short-term. 

“One of my allies dispatched a team in Navarre to investigate the coordinates on the basement map, but it will take a few days before they can report in,” Simon said. “What about Verney? Still no luck summoning his soul?”

“No,” Voltobauta admitted, looking away. “It is… strange. Very strange. He might have had a Perk or ability preventing posthumous interrogation.”

“It’s possible being merged to a Zodiac Fiend for years mangled his soul somehow too,” Alcyone suggested. “His spirit could be trapped with Valravn inside that crystal of his.”

“Possibly, though I do have another hypothesis.” Voltobauta locked eyes with Simon. “You said the Twins can split a soul in two, and your brother believes he killed Verney during their encounter?”

“He always insisted he did.” Simon raised an eyebrow. “You think the two are related?”

“I think so. If I were a demon that specialized in cutting souls into bits, why would I share a mind with a noble knight?” Voltobauta chuckled darkly. “I would just take all the things I need to impersonate him, all his memories and nifty sword skills, and expel all those pesky morals.”

Simon’s eyes widened as he put two and two together. “Are you saying the Zodiac Fiend of betrayal backstabbed his own host?”

“If he could split somebody else into two individuals, why not himself?” Voltobauta pointed out. “This may be why Verney felt neither dead nor alive to me: Valravn kept the body and memories, but he expelled the actual soul when Louis slew him or soon after.” 

Ser Richard’s eyes lit up with hope. “Does that mean the real Verney could still be alive?”

“Can’t confirm the alive part, but if I cannot summon his ghost, then his soul is either still in a body or in a place that prevents him from reincarnating.” 

“I have a Perk that lets me capture souls and hold them in gems,” Simon casually mentioned, to everyone’s horror. “A Zodiac Fiend might be capable of doing the same.”

Mel shuddered. “Overlords are scary…”

“I’ve got friends in Muse who can analyse the crystal,” Alcyone said. “They could check whether it’s still connected to a host.”

“It would be easier if you let me enslave it within the proper device,” Simon reminded her, only to be met with a sea of frowns and skepticism. “I can share the schematics if you would rather build it yourself.”

“That… would go a long way. I could bring them to the Crafter for a double check.”

“Muse would be a nice change of scenery,” Voltobauta mused. “I would rather not dwell in this dreary Paladin country.”

“He’s unwelcome in Lore because he keeps robbing people’s ships,” Alcyone explained. 

“Living people, you shameless graverobber. You only have a better reputation than mine because your victims cannot file an official complaint.”

“Anyway, this is where our roads fork for now. You kids can take the road to Serras on your own. Volto, Ser Richard, and I will track down all the remaining Weavers, starting with their hideout in Valne and that mansion in Muse.” Alcyone smiled at Simon. “I’ll also introduce your kish girl to the local abolitionists. I’m sure she’ll make friends.”

“Eole is… not my girlfriend,” Simon replied, when he truly meant no longer. Just thinking about that soured his mood. “What about my—”

“We’ll keep your undead goats on Volto’s ship for now, but between us?” Alcyone sighed in exasperation. “You should look into buying a ranch.”



Alcyone teleported the group to the holy city of Serras in southern Lore—with the exception of Simon, who had to rely on a teleportation gem instead due to being unable to join Alcyone's Party—where the Light Megalith lay, and then left to confront the Weavers. 

Unlike the dreary lands of the Gorre Duchy, this part of the Holy Kingdom lived up to its reputation. Serras was a city of cobbled white streets and vast stony stairs. The upper part of the city, where the cathedral lay, sat atop a colossal hill while surrounded by mighty stone walls. While nowhere the size of Marthrone, it would have counted among the largest and liveliest cities in Endymion. Statues of sacred unicorns were common, alongside Templars bearing the heraldry of Lore’s Orthodoxy. 

The sight of the city’s architecture only unnerved Simon though, since he recalled certain buildings he had seen floating as part of Helel’s flying fortress. 

Simon expected they would have to book an inn, but Paladins enjoyed the use of a small mansion in the upper districts. Lore treated its heroes well.

“Can you book an appointment for us to check on the Light Megalith?” Simon asked him. “I would like to investigate it as soon as possible.” 

While he was curious about exploring the Holy Kingdom of Lore, Simon was on something of a timer. The Oracle would bombard Frightwall at the end of the month, so he would need to either return to the castle with Belzemine to prevent it, somehow force Illusea not to act—a tall order considering their leader’s hatred of anything Overlord-related—or allow civil war to engulf his home again. 

Allowing Frightwall to be destroyed would lead to the disastrous War of the Triad outcome, where Euphemia, Louis, and Vouivre tore the entire continent apart and in turn invite the White Unicorn to invade Magvolia; an outcome that might eventually lead to Euphemia being murdered by Louis or Vouivre laying waste to Telluria and beyond. Simon couldn’t allow such bloodshed, and he would rather inherit an empire in one piece once he had found a way to negotiate peace with Lore. 

The sooner he completed his current objective, the better. 

“I can arrange that,” Alphonse agreed. “The others can look into locating Shura of the West in the meantime.” 

“Leave it to me,” Mel promised with a grin. As always, she was eager to please her Paladin crush. “I’ll find that tiger’s den in no time!”

“We will go with you to the cathedral,” Frea said. By we, Simon guessed she also meant Satine and Belzemine. “I would like to examine it personally.”

It would be good to see how the Megalith will react to Belzemine’s presence, Simon thought. The whole reason he came to Lore was to test how much influence Helel had over it, and if she could break out without a host. Whatever happens, at least I’ll be sure. 

Arranging a visit to the Holy Cathedral of Serras was as simple as Alphonse asking for permission. The Orthodoxy was very happy to invite him and his companions to their sacred place, with Simon and Belzemine partaking under the cover of Fiendmasks. 

“It is an honor to see you again, Ser Alphonse,” a masked Confessor said as he and a cadre of guards guided them inside the building. “Have you come to pray for guidance?”

“I have,” Alphonse replied, which wasn’t entirely a lie. “I hope to clear up a misunderstanding.”

“No doubt that the Light will show you the way.”

Or blind us, Simon thought. He wondered which of these priests were in Verney’s pocket. Mayhaps Chrom Cruak would hear of their visit somehow? Simon hadn’t considered it, but this could provide them with a chance to lure him out of hiding. This is no place for me.

He could feel it in the air; the overwhelming radiance of the Light Megalith bathing the entire edifice in holy power. It was almost suffocating, and unnerving. The memory of Helel’s light vaporizing him remained fresh on his mind. 

The heart of the building was truly enormous, and rivaled the Water Megalith’s sanctum at the top of the Lighthouse in size and splendor. The golden pillars holding the ceiling were more akin to castle towers, and the stained windows representing Pharis’ miracles were taller than most houses. 

The sunlight filtering through them paled compared to the overwhelming brightness of the Light Megalith. The crystal floated in the cathedral’s heart, floating above a gilded gemstone altar through its own power. It shone like a living star, a bright white furnace of golden mana so thick it was visible with the naked eye. It was over twice the size of the already impressive Water Megalith and a thousand times more potent. Five vestals clothed in white robes sang at its feet, praying for the people and filling the room with their holy hymns. 

Simon was no believer, but as he stood in this room—the very heart of the Church of the Light—he quickly realized why so many were quick to embrace its beliefs. How could anyone stare at this wonder with any doubt? 

Are you watching us, Helel? The crystal was too bright for Simon to stare at directly for long, but his Dark Visionary senses didn’t detect any hint of darkness sealed in its heart. Any shadow was drowned out in an ocean of brightness. How conscious are you inside your prison? 

“Do you sense anything?” Frea inquired.

“Besides the overwhelming mana? No, I’m not picking up anything.” Simon shook his head. “Should I pray?”

Frea nodded sharply, at which point Simon cast the Regeneration Prayer. The elf observed him call upon the Light while using analysis spells of her own, his body shining with power while the Megalith appeared to pulse in response to his words. Such was the grace it bestowed upon him that even the vestals stopped their song for a brief instant. Satine in particular appeared rather shocked, likely because she was a believer. 

“Such impressive faith,” the Confessor complimented Simon. “Who are you, child?”

“My name is Belias,” Simon lied.

“I have rarely seen the Megalith glow so brightly for someone… I see our new Paladin knows how to pick the best companions.” The Confessor quickly spotted the frown on Frea’s face. “Is something the matter, Lady Frea?”

“I… nothing.” Whatever Frea’s detection spells had shown her rattled her. “His connection to the Megalith is… impressive.”

She has confirmed that miasma comes from it, Simon guessed. She was finally starting to believe him. 

Frea wasn’t the only person present who looked anxious. Belzemine had been staring at the Megalith since she walked into the cathedral in spite of its eyes-burning light radiating from it. 

“Could I…” Belzemine gulped. “Could I touch it?”

Her suggestion took Simon utterly aback. Belzemine never requested anything except new Devil Brands, at least not until extensive mental care. She simply couldn’t think about her needs.

“Why?” Simon asked warily. 

“I…” Belzemine shifted uncomfortably, her gaze entirely focused on the Megalith. “I feel… it calls to me.”

And that was quite the frightening prospect. Did Helel manage to put her under her influence, or was the stone calling out to her on its own? Or was her strange inner radiance somehow connected to the Megalith? 

“That… that may be dangerous,” Simon warned Belzemine. Helel had managed to kill her from a distance in the previous reign, and the risk was great that she might be able to do the same even without Anna as a host. “Are you sure about this?”

“I am not, but…” Belzemine gulped, her chin low. “I feel this is important…”

“Would that even be allowed?” Alphonse asked the Confessor.

“Only vestals, templars, and priests are usually allowed to directly touch the Light Megalith, but we can make an exception for a follower of the Paladin.”

If something bad happens, at least I will know how to prevent it. Any intel on Helel’s seal would help prevent a cataclysmic disaster, or so Simon told himself. Belzemine was neither darkblooded nor blessed by the Maiden’s sign, so there should be no risk of possession… I have to know. I have to be sure.

“Alright,” Simon agreed, with a caveat, “but if anything bad happens, we’ll pull you back.”

Belzemine nodded obediently, then stepped forward towards the Light Megalith. Simon observed her with his Dark Visionary senses, and he immediately noticed that the bright halo that always surrounded his retainer appeared to brighten. 

Nay, her halo resonated with the mana emanating from the Light Megalith, like two waves aligning. The effect only magnified further when the vestals resumed their song, the whole hall vibrating with holy energies.

Simon’s pulse quickened in his veins. He could tell something would happen soon. 

“What is…” Belzemine raised her hand towards the crystal, her eyes unperturbed by its glow. “I… I see you.”

She touched the Megalith, and then there was light.
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  A blinding flash engulfed the cathedral. 

The Light Megalith unleashed a wave of mana so powerful that it knocked out the vestals nearby. The Confessor was tossed off his feet, while Frea and Satine quickly cast a barrier to protect them from the sudden ‘miracle’. 

“What’s going on?!” Alphonse shouted as he put on his Class outfit. Even he had to protect his eyes from the overwhelming radiance. “I can’t see anything!”

“Belzemine!” Frea called out to her, but the barrier barely held out against the waves of mana radiating from the Light Megalith. The entire cathedral shook and trembled from their relentless onslaught. 

The holy light that now engulfed the cathedral only increased in potency. It burned Simon’s skin beneath his Fiendmask, forcing him to shroud himself in a Nightveil instead to give himself a respite. His Dark Visionary eye was ablaze, the darkness in his soul recoiling from the holy power. 

This is… the Mana Sword’s power… Simon had died too often to the weapon not to recognize its magic. The Mana Goddess’ power!

“Yes…” Belzemine spoke to herself, her back against the group, her body nothing but a shadow cast by the light. She alone did not recoil from the crystal. “Yes, this… this is what I was born for…”

“Belzemine, come back!” Simon ordered his friend and retainer. She either didn’t hear the command, or didn’t listen. “Enough!”

His shouts fell on deaf ears, as Belzemine walked into the brightness and disappeared. 

An otherworldly vision akin to those he saw when consuming Noble Crestones filled Simon’s view. He saw a green-haired elven woman weaving sunlight into a cocoon of crystal to entrap a creature with six wings and crimson eyes. The fiend’s shrieks turned into silence once the prison fully engulfed it. The lady smiled, then collapsed into a pile of leaves and dust as the laughter of Mardok Endymion rang out into infinity. 


Belzemine has left your Party.



The vision faded away with those terrible words, and when Simon returned to reality, he found that Belzemine was gone. 

The Light Megalith had finally calmed down and stopped spreading waves of mana in all directions, with the rumbling coming to an end. The crystal glowed so much brighter now; merely looking at it would have likely burned Simon’s eyes without his newfound Blind immunity, but he powered through the pain, searching for the missing Belzemine. He couldn’t see her anywhere.

“Belzemine!” Simon called out to her after reapplying his Fiendmask and cancelling his Nightveil. Satine and Alphonse moved to help the vestals and Confessor, while all color had left Frea’s face. “Belzemine!”

She was gone. Gone from the room, gone from his Party System, gone from his sight!

“The Light Megalith…” Alphonse muttered, his voice heavy with shock and incomprehension. “It… it absorbed her.”

“Look at this brightness, this holy radiance…” The Confessor’s zealous reaction only poured further salt onto Simon’s wound. “A miracle… it is a miracle!” 

It most surely is not! Simon’s fists clenched in alarm and incomprehension. What about Helel? Did she escape? No, she couldn’t have, or everyone here would have already transformed.

“Holy stone, restore that which was lost!” Simon cast, trying to check whether the Maiden would answer his Prayer. “Regenerate!” 

His words rang across the hall, and went unanswered.

It wasn’t that the Light Megalith refused to lend him its power, or that the Maiden tried and failed to control him through it; there was simply no feedback of any kind, no connection, no bridge of faith linking his soul to the demon within the sacred stone. The crystal would not recognize his Miasmic Archmage Perks as the empty imitation of faith it truly was. 

Frea studied him for a moment, then cast analysis spells on him. “Try again,” she ordered. “Try it.”

Simon clenched his teeth and then followed through with the request. He tried to cast Kindling and Sunbeam, to no avail. No magic flowed through him, though he was merely steps away from the Light Megalith. 

“My Prayers no longer work,” Simon said, astonished. This had never happened in any prior reign. He had always retained a connection to Helel, even after she escaped. 

“It is working for me,” Satine replied, being in the process of casting a healing spell on one of the vestals. The purifying light flowing from her staff was like starlight. “I am channeling more power than ever before.”

This made no sense to Simon, until he realized the issue: the Light Megalith had never answered his Prayers at any point. A usurper and parasite had simply lent him her stolen strength through cracks in her prison, and she could no longer shower him with her gifts. The door was closed shut. 

Helel’s false light had faded from the world. 



The Light Megalith’s radiance never dimmed after the disaster. The Orthodoxy’s priests called it a miracle and heaped praise upon Alphonse’s group, praising their holy actions as a sign the Light had shone upon them and that it was a sign they were destined to destroy the Overlord at last. Simon wondered if they would reach the same conclusion if they knew their kingdom’s mortal enemy had been standing in the room, but he bit his tongue. 

Either way, the whole city broke into celebrations and the priesthood announced a spontaneous festival in response to this divine miracle, with Alphonse and everyone politely declining to attend so as not to draw attention. The group quickly retired back to the Paladin’s manor to run more tests. Simon’s unease grew as he failed to cast Prayers again and again. 

“So?” he asked Frea once she finished casting yet another analysis spell. The frown on her face was plain to see. “Is it as we fear?”

“I think… I think Belzemine indeed reinforced the seal somehow,” Frea confirmed with sorrow and uncertainty. “The demon inside can no longer reach out to others nor subvert the Megalith’s power from within.”

“So that is why our Light Megalith Prayers have grown stronger?” Satine guessed. “Since the demon can no longer steal and corrupt its mana, we have more to draw upon.”

Frea nodded slightly. “The lock is airtight now.”

“But why? How?!” Simon complained. This didn’t make any sense! “Did she merge with the Megalith somehow?! Is Helel still sealed inside, or is she gone for good?!”

“I don’t know!” Frea snapped back at him, her hands clutching her staff. “I… don’t know.”

Alphonse put a hand on her shoulder to console his elven mentor. “She must be alive,” he said, trying to reassure her. “I have informed Alcyone through her Party System. She told me Voltobauta couldn’t summon her soul.”

“That’s not saying much,” Simon replied grimly. “It could be trapped inside the Light Megalith for all we know.”

Was that why his father was so unconcerned about Helel, besides his vile plan to kill Anna? Because he could always sacrifice Belzemine to the Light Megalith to reinforce the Maiden’s prison? 

And that vision of his… Simon would bet his hand he had witnessed the Mana Goddess sealing Helel into the Light Megalith. It made sense that she would have done the deed herself, since the crystals were fossilized fragments of her own Worldtree, but the fact she collapsed into leaves after completing the deed carried some heavy implications. 

Could Valravn’s words carry a kernel of truth? A dryad shouldn’t die so long as their tree remained strong and healthy, yet imprisoning a Zodiac Fiend as powerful as Helel might have come at a cost. Had the Mana Goddess somehow entrusted some of her power to Belzemine, which invited Mardok’s wrath and abuse? Had she always been destined to serve as a failsafe to repair the Light Megalith, should Helel threaten to escape?

So many questions, so few people willing to answer. 

“I’ll have to leave soon,” Simon said. “I cannot linger here much longer.”

Frea glared at him. “You are abandoning her?”

“Never!” Simon snapped back, his tone taking Frea aback. He would never leave Belzemine behind, not after all of the tears they shared and the ordeals they went through together. “But some of the Confessors are in the Cobweb’s pocket, and I’m sure word of what happened here will reach Illusea quickly enough. It is only a matter of time before both Chrom Cruak and the Oracle investigate this event.”

“Inquisitors would come down on us with fire and steel should they learn we sheltered the Overlord,” Satine conceded. 

The dining hall’s door opened at that moment, with Mel walking in. “Why the long faces? I heard you guys set the Light Megalith alight in my absence.” Her grin faded away when she noticed the issue. “Where’s Lady Firewand?”

“It’s… complicated,” Alphonse admitted. “Have you found anything on Shura?”

“I have! Sort of…” Mel scratched the back of her head. “So, Shura apparently roams the world as he wills and shows up wherever he wants, but according to hearsay, would-be Summoners used to contract with him at the Magefalls, in the heart of the Proving Grounds.” 

This didn’t seem to surprise Alphonse, though he didn’t sound pleased. “Of course it would be the Proving Grounds.”

“Magefalls? Proving Grounds?” Simon inquired. “I assume it’s a dangerous place from the latter’s name.”

“It wasn’t always the case,” Frea said, a scowl forming on her face. “The Proving Grounds used to be a mana-rich region until Gargauth expelled the dragons from the eastern continents. A few fled there and claimed it as their territory. Many knights looking for glory visit the place in the hope of proving themselves as dragonslayers, hence the name.”

Simon assumed that few returned from those trips. Vouivre and Casval had accumulated the lion’s share of his deaths across the reigns. “Have you ever visited the area?”

“I wasn’t deemed ready,” the Paladin admitted, before straightening up. “I should have the levels to tackle it now, but it would still be a dangerous trip.”

“Shura is our only lead to learn what’s going on with the Light Megalith for now,” Simon pointed out, with Frea nodding in assent. He was their best chance of finding out what happened to Belzemine and hopefully restore her.

“I already secured supplies and a map, just in case,” Mel said. “Reaching the Magefalls usually takes a few days on foot through the Knightsroad.”

“We could just fly to the falls,” Simon pointed out. “Or ask Alcyone to teleport us.”

“Flying would invite many dragon attacks,” Frea replied. “Contacting Alcyone is an option, however.”

Alphonse shook his head. “I would prefer to take the longer and proper road to the Magefalls. We need levels and training. And besides, Shura appears to test Paladins. Would he show up for a warrior who takes a shortcut, or one who relies on stronger allies to protect him?” 

Frea pondered his words, and then turned to Simon. “Would you mind allowing our teammates to slay your dragon mount for experience? I fear they will not survive the journey otherwise.”

“Suit yourself,” Simon replied.  

“Will you join us as well?” Alphonse asked him. Was he actually seeking Simon’s company? Alcyone was right, battles to the death did create strong bonds… 

Simon wouldn’t spit on an opportunity to gain more levels, and he needed any lead on Belzemine’s situation. Besides the fact he worried for her, her absence meant he had no way left to prevent the Oracle’s attack on Frightwall. 

However, this didn’t change the issue of his enemies tracking him down. Fiendmask was a tap away from being dispelled and many things could go wrong. He could devour somebody’s soul gem and mimic them, but it likely wouldn’t sit well with the White Unicorn.

Then a genius idea hit him.

“Yes, I think I will join in.” Simon smirked ear to ear. “I have the perfect disguise in mind.”



And thus, Simon Magnos began a new life as a bird. 

His eponymous Title worked as advertised and successfully polymorphed him into a normal-looking—if larger than average—raven of impeccable breeding, with splendid black feathers, sharp talons, and a beak big enough to pluck out eyes with. 

It was still a strange experience. His eyesight and hearing were sharper than ever, and his new proportions felt odd. It would take some time to get used to his wings and other appendages. On the plus side, his clothes transformed into feathers during his transformation, and he could stock the rest of his equipment into his Inventory. Anathemic Secrecy ensured he showed the same stats as a normal animal too. 

In short, it was the perfect disguise. 

“And you can keep that up at all times?” Alphonse asked as they rode along a forested road connecting Serras to the Proving Grounds. Serras’ priests had been more than kind enough to provide the party with horses. 

“As far as I can tell,” Simon replied. He had adopted the Paladin’s shoulder as his new perch for the time being, and found that the shapeshifting actually changed his mass. Frea kept staring at him strangely though, which was getting on his nerves. “Let's see if my other Perks still work…”

He glanced at a random stone on the side of the road and then blasted it with Hellfire Gaze, startling everyone and nearly causing Alphonse’s horse to throw him off. 

“Ohoh, they do!” Simon rejoiced. I could easily sneak up on anyone unseen… nobody expects a raven assassin, except maybe the Ranger. 

“How can you speak?” Mel asked with a quizzical frown. “Birds don’t usually talk back.”

“I think it’s a mix of my auto-translation Perk and superb avian mimicry of human words.” Simon chuckled, but his laughter came out as an ominous croak. “Besides, what kind of assumption is that? Maybe birds can talk, just not to you.”

“I don’t think ravens have laser eyes either.” 

“How can you tell? We should find a Birdkeeper Vassal Class user to settle this debate.” Frea’s gaze was becoming unbearable to Simon, who couldn’t hold his tongue anymore. “Is there something on my face?”

“Can I…” Frea reddened slightly. “Can I… pet you?”

Simon stared at the elf in dumbfounded silence, while Satine pouted in what looked like jealousy. 

“Pervert,” the princess muttered under her breath. 

“So mean,” Frea replied with the same tone. She raised a finger and violated Simon’s personal space by scratching his throat. “Who’s a good bird? Who’s a cute little bird?”

“S-stop!” Simon pulled back and slapped her finger away with his wing. “Enough, you deviant!”

“Lady Frea, please stop petting our Ravenlord,” Mel said with a grin. “He’s a sensitive boy.”

“My apologies…” Frea blushed and scratched her cheek sheepishly. “I… I just find ravens so cute and fluffy…”

Such indignity… no wonder birds didn’t give people the time of day if they were always treated like this! Simon couldn’t believe they would demean him like this after he so kindly sacrificed his dracozombie to them for the sake of their mutual survival! 

Frea thankfully lost interest in him and the group continued on their journey, which gave Simon enough privacy to whisper into Alphonse’s ear. “Before you ask or imagine anything, I have no design on your elven crush. I didn’t know she liked birds that much.”

Alphonse had enough self-restraint not to show embarrassment. “I do not…” he said, before stopping himself. A Paladin couldn’t lie, especially to himself. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to you.” And probably to the Oracle too. It struck Simon as fortuitous that she would send an elven agent the Paladin had feelings for to keep the latter in line. “Have you at least tried to confess to her? The worst she can say is no.” 

Alphonse’s scowl was an answer in itself. “Frea is focused on saving Lady Belzemine for now, and elven and human relationships do not work out.”

“I know at least one half-elf girl who would beg otherwise,” Simon replied as he recalled Elaine Malphas. “Her father loved his human wife so much he was willing to die to avenge her memory.”

“And watching his human wife wither away led Chrom Cruak to commit terrible crimes. The songs are full of stories of elves weeping the loss of short-lived human lovers.” Alphonse sighed. “Frea has outlived many, many Paladins, and still grieves for Lady Belzemine. She knows I am likely to perish young fighting your empire, and that my existence will take place in the blink of an eye from her point of view. She will never consider me a good partner, and I have made peace with that.”

“I agree that death can strike at any second—” Simon had learned that lesson over two dozen times by now. “—but watching her from afar and bottling up your feelings is no way to live, Alphonse. Unrequited love stories are for books and bards, not for the living.”

“And what do you know about love?”

“More than you.” And more about loss too. “If you feel things won’t work out with Frea, why not ask Mel out then? She would be overjoyed.”

Alphonse blinked at him. “Why would I ask Mel out?”

Simon met the Paladin’s gaze, half-expecting him to be joking, before realizing his mistake. The confusion in Alphonse’s gaze was genuine. 

“Are you seriously that dense?” Simon asked in sheer disbelief. How could he have S-ranked Charisma, be in a party full of girls, and never notice? It boggled the mind. 

“Mel is a dear friend, she would never…” Alphonse scowled, partly out of doubt, partly out of denial. “Besides, I don’t have time for romance when there is a world to save.”

“You can save the world and find love, one doesn’t exclude the other. I daresay you’d be more motivated to save the world to protect those you love.”

“Why are you so invested in my love life anyway?”

“It’s all to be a better shoulder devil to you, Alphonse,” Simon deadpanned. “There is no sweeter poison than love and happiness.” 

“I doubt that.” Alphonse tensed up and looked up to the sky. His Class armor immediately covered him. “Stay on your guard.”

Simon stared at the clouds as a shadow passed over them; a winged form which had so often heralded his death across his reigns.

They had entered a land of dragons. 
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  “A hole?” Simon struggled to believe the message. “You found a six-hundred foot deep hole in the desert?” 

“A freshly excavated hole,” Shabram clarified. “According to the Geologists and Archeologists dispatched to the location you indicated to us earlier, early analysis indicates a large structure used to be buried there three days ago.”

Three days ago, so soon after the Attic’s collapse and Verney’s demise. Simon would bet half his empire that they had found the former location of Chrom Cruak’s tomb, or at the very least a site very important to him.

“We are yet unsure if this event was the result of teleportation or dimensional magic, though my men detected the presence of pre-Doom enchantments in the foundations.” 

“And there are no witnesses?” Simon inquired.

“Unfortunately not. The site Your Majesty indicated is in the middle of the Navarran desert, far away from the nearest oasis.” 

“Begin an excavation at once. Find anything you can. I want to learn what kind of structure used to be there, where it went, and how it disappeared.” 

“I will begin an investigation immediately, Your Majesty.” Shabram changed the subject to another report that didn’t surprise Simon in the slightest. “Following the so-called ‘Miracle of Serras,’ I have received word that all Light Megalith Prayers have been strengthened across our empire.”

Of course the effect wouldn’t be limited to Serras’ surroundings. “Word of it has already reached your ears?”

“Our spies in Serras reported the event, although I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Lady Euphemia received a vision of the Light Megalith as well.”

Simon questioned her on the details, and to his surprise, Euphemia had received a flash of the Maiden’s imprisonment and of the Mana Goddess transforming into leaves after completing the sealing. High Confessor Mastemo had taken it as a sign that the ‘Mana Mother’ would soon fall before the supremacy of the Light, and had begun to push for more radical actions against the elves. The Serras Orthodoxy had reached the opposite conclusion and called for believers to rally against the heathens in the east.

Most importantly, it appeared Euphemia had not lost access to her Prayers, nor saw them weakened. The Light Megalith continued to bless her even without Helel’s influence.

She was indeed a true Saint.

“I assume these events are connected to Your Majesty’s quest?” Shabram guessed. “May I ask when you shall return? The deadline for the Oracle’s prophesied bombardment approaches.”

Simon remained silent. The truth was that he had no way of stopping it without Belzemine, and he feared he wouldn’t be able to recover her by then. Shabram could mitigate the damage by ordering an evacuation as she did in previous reigns, but the Overlord’s absence would be exposed to the entire country and precipitate its civil war.

If Simon couldn’t recover Belzemine in time, then he would have no choice but to return to Frightwall in order to unify his family before they could fight each other. Maybe he could justify his absence by having ‘investigated’ the bombardment and thus portray himself as a savior… though it would still force him into escalating hostilities with Illusea. The empire couldn’t stand idle while an enemy nation destroyed their seat of government in front of the entire world.

What a mess.

“I will return before the deadline… one way or another,” Simon promised his spymistress. “I have made great headway in alienating key White Unicorn members from the Oracle, including the Paladin and Adventurer, and I should be able to prevent an invasion from the western continent.”

“This is all good, Your Majesty, but I fear solving an issue abroad will do us little good if we cannot end the conflicts festering at home.”

“I’m aware. Keep me informed of any new developments until my return. The situation may change soon.”

Simon cut the telepathic connection and returned to physical reality, where the group was done setting up camp for the night near a stony pond. The moon was high, and the nearby hills silent. A huge sycamore manatree loomed in the distance over a forest clouded in mist.

The Proving Grounds had so far proved to be somewhat less dangerous than Simon expected, though the group had to fend off a handful of orcs, goblinoids, and even a giant antlion that burst out of the ground to assault them at midday. It appeared quite a few of these creatures had settled in the region by receiving the dragons’ relative protection in exchange for tribute.

None of the enemies that they faced were a match for the party, to the point Simon didn’t receive any experience from pecking out a goblin’s eyes. No dragon had yet to attack them either, though Mel was convinced an assault was inevitable. The Stalker was off on another round of scouting while Frea taught Satine a defensive, elemental-reflecting spell.

Alphonse, meanwhile, was practicing Paladin Techniques near the pond. Simon recognized some of the abilities Beatrice and her Templars used against Exodeos, like Thunderslash and Judgment Blade, alongside a few he had never encountered.

“Northstar Strike!” Alphonse swung his sword and pointed it at a boulder near the water. A crux-shaped burst of light ten feet wide erupted from the ground beneath the stone and vaporized it utterly. The sheer power and radiance of the attack illuminated the night and left a burning scar in the earth when the holy energies died out.

“What did that stone ever do to you?” Simon mused, though he was quite interested. Alphonse had used none of those Techniques in previous reigns, and his Armsmaster Perk told him he could mimic at least a few of them. That Northstar Strike would cause me quite a bit of supereffective damage if it ever hit. 

The Paladin was indeed growing stronger faster with each passing reign. This did not bode well should they end up on opposing sides again.

“I’ve unfortunately run out of orcs to practice on,” Alphonse replied with the same deadpan tone. Simon had begun to notice he liked his humor dry. “So?”

“So the good news is that we found the location of Cruak’s lair. The bad news is that it’s now gone.”

Alphonse blinked. “You mean it was destroyed?”

“No, it’s just gone. Poof.”

“That is… unfortunate…” Alphonse cleared his throat. “Alcyone informed me through Party messages that they located Bert’s mansion based on your intel, and will raid it tomorrow. Mayhaps they will find more clues there.”

“Or they will find it empty,” Simon replied with cynicism. He had the distinct impression the Weavers had collectively decided to go into hiding as soon as the Attic collapsed. The rats had abandoned anything related to the sinking ship. “I’m not optimistic, but we can always hope.”

“I could use a partner to practice Bladebreaker, if you want a distraction.”

“If you so insist.” Since there were no outsiders to watch them and they were still miles away from the local manatree, Simon returned back to his human form and summoned his Overlord scepter in the form of a claymore. “Have at you, Alphonse!”

The two of them proceeded to train together, with both of them breaking each other’s Class outfit swords. It was good their weapons were channeled from their very mana rather than real items, or learning the Technique would come with a terrible price attached.

Overall, Bladebreaker worked by using a powerful slash aimed at the very middle of the enemy’s blade; it had to strike this exact point, or else the Technique would fail to work. The only real difficulty lay in the timing and hitting the right spot.

Simon eventually grew familiar enough with the Technique that he decided to experiment and switched out his sword for a morningstar when it was his turn to practice with it, and successfully shattered Alphonse’s blade all the same.

“The Technique doesn’t require a sword,” Simon noted as he studied his mace. “Any melee weapon will do so long as you strike the right spot at the right time.”

“Yes, Bladebreaker is a weapon Technique rather than strictly a sword one,” Alphonse confirmed as he restored his sword with mana. “It is so versatile that others adapted it to break axes, spears, helms, and even armor.”

Interesting. Simon wondered if he could adapt the Technique to break any melee weapon. It would be a significant time investment he would rather focus on spells instead, but at least Bladebreaker should prove helpful against the likes of Louis.

Either way, they continued practicing until Alphonse could reliably shatter Simon’s sword and then follow through with a swift strike the Overlord barely dodged. Applause echoed the martial display, and the two looked to the side to find their teammates were observing them near the pond.

Alphonse smiled at them. “Have you been watching us for a while?”

“We didn’t want to interrupt,” Mel reassured him with a wide grin. She had clearly taken some delight in watching her Paladin crush hold his own against Simon. “You’re doing great, Al.”

“Is it wise to train the Overlord, though?” Satine inquired. She hadn’t warmed up to Simon in the slightest, unlike her comrades. “He may use the skills he learns against us in the future.”

“I’m wounded by the lack of trust,” Simon admitted. “And here I was considering how we could peacefully negotiate your nation’s autonomy should I ever retake the Crimson Throne.”

“My nation’s autonomy.” Satine held his gaze. “Your words betray your true feelings on the matter. Your House invaded my homeland, and now you expect us to negotiate for a pity handout.”

“I never fought against Magvolia, and its independence will never be possible without a bloody war.” His father had seen to that when he divided the Magvolian duchies and handed a few to imperial loyalists. They would never agree to leaving the empire or surrendering their hard-won lands without a fight. “Besides, why would it be necessary? We have viceroys with near-complete autonomy. Unless you would rather bleed out your own countrymen rather than find an acceptable compromise?”

His words gave Satine pause, while Mel scratched the back of her head. “Should we truly talk about politics right now? It doesn’t feel like the right time or place.”

“It is never the right time or place for such things,” Alphonse replied calmly. “Did you find anything, Mel?”

“I caught sight of the Magefalls to the north, so we should be able to reach it by tomorrow at the earliest.” She didn’t sound all that enthusiastic about it, however. “However, the quickest path will take us through Marraco’s territory, and he’s sure to ambush us.”

“Marraco?” Simon inquired.

“A red dragon of poor character and renown,” Frea explained. Her hands held a drained manalith she had emptied of power to sustain herself. Much like Belzemine, keeping their elf teammate healthy away from a manatree’s surroundings took up a sizable chunk of the party’s budget. “I recently fought him before with a previous Paladin.”

“That happened well over twenty years ago,” Satine reminded her. “We weren’t even born then.”

“Oh?” Frea put a finger on her cheek and looked up as if trying to remember. “He must have grown bigger since then…”

“You think he will want revenge?” Alphonse asked Mel. “I thought dragons and scalefolk didn’t carry grudges.”

Mel simply pointed her thumb at Satine, and then Simon instantly understood. Oh yes, a dragon attack was indeed inevitable.

“What?” Satine frowned in incomprehension. “What is the problem with me?”

“You are a princess, Satine,” Frea said bluntly. “You are living bait for dragons. A status symbol.”

“But how could they know I am a princess?”

“They just will,” Mel insisted. “They have a strange sixth sense for such things.”

“Truthfully, I’m surprised we haven’t been attacked yet,” Simon admitted.

“Dragons are all sedentary and lazy beasts at heart,” Mel explained. “Most are content to stay inside their territory unless threatened, chased off by a rival, or truly hungry.”

Which hammered home how much Vouivre and Casval differed from their kind in their ambition and eagerness to expand their territory. Lore’s inhabitants didn’t share the Tellurian tribes’ fear at living near a dragon clan’s hunting ground.

“Avoiding Marraco’s territory would delay our trip for too long,” Frea said. “Moreover, he seized it by devouring the local lord and chasing away its original inhabitants. Slaying him would allow people to resettle the area, and I recall that he had a precious magical sword in his hoard. Alphonse could offer it to Shura as proof of our valor.”

“Or the dragon’s dracolith,” Simon pointed out, his curiosity flaring up. This could finally be his opportunity to study one up close.

The group agreed to follow this course of action and discussed battle plans. Alphonse’s formation already had a well-oiled strategy that Simon had experienced back in Magvolia a number of reigns back: the Paladin served as the frontliner, Mel was the scout and flanker, Frea blasted the opposition with powerful spells, while Satine focused on buffs and healing. Since he would have to stay in bird form so as not to arouse suspicion, Simon would only intervene with attacks that couldn’t be traced back to him. His Devious Title would ensure his targets received no notifications.

“You spoke of compromise,” Satine said once they took the first guard shift. “What did you mean by that?”

Had she reconsidered? “The nicest of my brothers, Dassein, is unwed… and so are you.”

Satine scowled in distaste. “You want to wed me into your house to legitimize your conquest?”

“Does it matter? Dassein is utterly uninterested in politics, and it would be easy to grant Magvolia a tributary state status under those circumstances. Your home could self-govern as it did prior to its conquest.”

“So long as we pay tribute and lip service to your empire.”

“It beats a bloody war you’re not sure to win, does it not?” Simon could see the hesitation written all over her face. “Endymion will never surrender Magvolia peacefully. Too many power-players are entrenched there, not to mention the Goetia Research Facility is located there as well. Sorry, but I’m not going to bring war to my home to please yours.”

“All I hear is that you are only different from your predecessor in that you would rather not fight to get your way,” Satine replied sternly. “You offer no compensation for what your empire took by force.”

“Because the Oracle’s plans will work any better?” Simon scoffed. “Did Frea tell you about the Minotaur Zodiac Fiend sealed there? Your elven sponsor left it there as a weapon that will harm both your subjects and mine.”

Satine’s face betrayed no emotion. “I hold no illusions that Illusea will always have my home's best interests at heart, but I trust them more than the very empire who invaded my home. How can I be certain you would even honor this agreement, or that your successor won’t repeal it?”

Was an Overlord’s word worth so little nowadays? “Well, if my brother does not satisfy you, you could always marry me.”

Simon was half-joking when he suggested that, but his words took Satine aback enough that she began to consider it, albeit with skepticism. “Would your nobles even allow the match?”

“A princess from a conquered land would be a relatively neutral pick as far as imperial factions are concerned, especially since it will legitimize our rule over Magvolia.” Euphemia certainly wouldn’t like the risk of a rival dynasty appearing, so it would lock Simon into an alliance with Louis or Lauriane, but he was confident he could manage a settlement. “You could become empress of all of Endymion and ensure your subjects’ interests are well-represented at court.”

“All while the White Unicorn loses its main source of supporters beyond the Dragonsea, making further attacks and revolts unlikely,” Satine pointed out sharply. “Is that how you intend to defeat all of Endymion’s enemies? By bedding and marrying them?”

An image of Vouivre kissing him briefly crossed Simon’s mind, but he successfully buried and suppressed the memory. “It would be easier than killing them, no?”

To his surprise, Satine actually smiled thinly at the quip. “I cannot argue with that.”

“I do not expect an answer now, but… think on it.” Simon sensed an opportunity and would rather not let it pass. “I’m open to any other solution you can come up with. We can talk away our issues rather than fight over them.”

Satine studied him for a very long moment, her face unreadable.

“I have the feeling you will be the worst Overlord yet,” she admitted as she turned back to observe the fire, “but I cannot tell whether that will be a good or bad thing yet.”
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  Dragonfire rained down from the sky, alongside drakefire, drakebolts, and even drakesnow. 

Simon struggled to fly over the hills without being struck by one of the projectiles and tried to lose the two fire drakes chasing after him. These creatures—the draconic equivalent of monkeys and about as big—were unfortunately quite relentless. No doubt they would have been less stubborn had his crow form not been so small. 

More of those creatures flocked closer to the ground, bombarding the Elemental Barrier spell Satine had raised to protect her teacher from attacks while Frea focused on blasting the dragon Marraco with Nova. Alphonse was busy tearing his way through armored orcs trying to flank the mages, while Mel skulked around to take out the archers. 

As predicted, the dragon Marraco attacked them near the ruined castle he had settled in after killing its previous occupants around midday. The beast wasn’t as large as Vouivre, being a ‘mere’ fifty foot long behemoth covered in crimson scales, but he had dominated a small menagerie of smaller drakes and a local orc tribe to fight by his side. Those had immediately moved to flank the party and made things a bit more complicated than expected. 

Still, this provided Simon with the perfect opportunity to both observe Frea’s Nova spell in action and to test out his own. 

Memory Snatcher. Forget the dragon and each other. 

His psychic power radiated from him in a wave of forgetfulness that struck the two pursuing drakes, and though it encountered some resistance, Simon powered through it and fried their tiny brains. The two disoriented and masterless beasts looked at each other like strangers rather than trusted allies, with their instincts doing the rest. They fell upon each other with shrieks while Simon slipped away. 

A near-complete success. His new Tier VII Memory Snatcher Psychism spell allowed Simon to permanently erase something from the target’s memory; an event, a person, a precious moment… it could in theory erase anything, so long as Simon knew which piece of knowledge he was targeting. A pity I can’t see the memory I’m deleting. 

Simon flew closer to the orc archers to assist Mel. The orcs hardly paid him any attention, especially since they received no notification when he targeted them with Memory Snatcher. 

Forget the dragon. He snuffed out that knowledge out of the bowmen’s brains, filling their hearts with panic at the sight of Marraco and causing them to break ranks. Forget yourself. 

That one command drained him a lot more than Simon expected, and forced him to focus several seconds longer than usual on his target. The archer he had targeted with Memory Snatcher fell to the ground with empty eyes, saliva drooling from his mouth. He had become an imbecile with mush inside his skull. 

The more memories I remove, the more miasma and time the spell requires, Simon noted as Mel sliced throats left and right among the disoriented archers. Too much information lost leaves the target catatonic, so I can erase brains until they become empty shells.

“You mortals are truly spoiled,” Marraco complained after raising a wing to protect himself from one of Frea’s icicle spells. “No doubt you have brought the princess to me as a gift and tribute, which I shall gladly accept. Surrender my property to me and I shall let you live.”

“I am no one’s property!” Satine snapped back as she renewed her shield. “Least of all a lizard’s!”

“I see time hasn’t taught you much wisdom,” Frea said as she gathered power for a Nova spell. “Do you expect us to surrender one of our own to you after you slew so many people, Marraco?”

“Was it too much to expect gratitude from you, elf?” The Nova spell hit Marraco and knocked him out of the air, forcing him to land on the ground in a catastrophic impact that sent dust and orcs flying in all directions. “We dragons are akin to storms. Do you swear revenge on storms?”

Frea prepared to blast him again, but a rain of projectiles from the remaining drakes forced her to take cover behind Satine. The princess quickly cast some type of Prayer that repelled back the smaller creatures, like an invisible barrier causing them to bounce off should they approach too closely. 

Marraco began to prepare a buff spell, and Simon used his distraction to get close and target him with his Memory Snatcher. He attempted to wipe out the beast’s entire knowledge of spellcasting and leave him weakened.

His psychic attack instead hit an impenetrable wall of unbreakable arrogance and fizzled out. 

In System terms, Charisma represented willpower, and a higher stat in it improved resistance against magic. Dragons had plenty of it, as befitting their colossally inflated egos, and could shrug off Simon’s attempts to rewire their vapid brains. 

Then again, it could also be the result of dragons’ memories and sense of self being stored in their dracolith rather than their brain. The creature appeared to possess an innate protection against Memory Snatcher no other beast had showcased so far. 

“More often than not you will thank your false gods for sparing your lives… except it wasn’t your light in the sky that spared you. It was me.” It said something about dragons that they managed to make comparing themselves to gods sound humble. “So what if I ate some of your peasants and burned down their houses? I could have devoured them all, yet I didn’t. I restrained myself.”

Marraco completed some sort of fire amplification spell, and then unleashed his blazing breath at Alphonse. A torrent of fire erupted from his gullet, melting stone and incinerating all the nearby orcs.

However, a hastened Alphonse proved far quicker than the flames and ran ahead of them. The Paladin ran circles around the dragon and grew closer, his sword shining with power. 

“You should have said, ‘thank you, great Marraco, for showing such restraint when others wouldn’t,’” the dragon complained as he gathered his breath for another attack. “‘Thank you Marraco, for not eating all of my worthless children in your magnanimity.’”

Simon seized his chance and blasted him with Mindflayer; and where the scalpel of Memory Snatcher failed, a psychic sledgehammer of focused malice proved effective enough. 

The psychic attack caused the dragon to briefly reel in surprise. Alphonse and Mel immediately closed in from both sides, the former striking Marraco in the chest with his sword, the latter leaping on the dragon’s back and slashing at his wings. 

“Northstar Strike!” Alphonse’s sword caused a crux-shaped burst of light to erupt from the point of impact, tearing out Marraco’s scales and leaving behind a vulnerability in his natural armor. He immediately retreated as the beast roared. “Now!”

“Mythic Amp!” Satine cast on Frea while the latter immediately followed it up with, “Nova!”

A green projectile struck Marraco in his exposed chest and blasted it open in a tremendous explosion. The impact’s sheer power threw the dragon onto his back, with Mel barely having time to leap off him. He then laid there, his four legs raised to the sky with a smoking crater oozing fiery blood where the heart should have been. 

“D… death?” the dragon rasped as he breathed his last, the final thing he saw being Simon circling him from above. “Never… more…”

And then he died. The remaining drakes and surviving orcs promptly fled in fear, leaving the party victorious. 

All in all, the encounter had barely lasted fifteen minutes. 

“See?” Mel grinned as she wiped the blood off her blades. “That wasn’t so hard.” 

“I barely got any experience,” Simon complained after landing on an orcish corpse. The dragon hadn’t been that weak—he had estimated him to be around level 60 or so—but the spoils of victory were split five ways until he could barely feel it. 

At least he had seen enough Nova castings to get a fairly good idea how the spell worked. Simon was pretty sure he could create a Darkness-aligned variant without much mentorship given time. 

Mel refused to console him. “Yeah, that’s the thing with Parties: you’ve got to learn to share.”

“Simon, I will share with you a piece of wisdom,” Frea said. “A lone man can advance quicker, but a group will go farther. Remember that.” 

Simon scoffed. “How long did it take you to come up with that?”

“Three hundred years, give or take.” Frea pointed her staff at the dragon’s remains. “Telekinesis.” 

Marraco had apparently taken a page from Gargauth’s book and swallowed quite a few treasures, including a star-shaped yellow gemstone and an enchanted holy claymore that Alphonse immediately claimed for himself. 

However, it was the dragon’s dracolith that caught Simon’s attention the most. The rock resembled a red and black manalith over five feet wide, albeit shaped like a three-chambered heart covered in thick, scale-like plates akin to solid magma. The crystal’s core pulsated with orange light and golden mana so warm it heated up the air around it. It seemed to softly throb in spite of having been torn out of the body and appearing motionless to the naked eye.

Simon’s Dark Visionary sight saw it for what it truly was though: a mana furnace, nay, a dwarf star whose molten heart allowed nothing to escape its pull. The energy within was so focused, so tightly compressed to a single point, that Simon couldn’t tell if it was made up of multiple souls or just one. Standard manaliths appeared utterly devoid of magic in comparison to this jewel. 

Strange… Simon dared to land on top of the dracolith. The heat would have burned his talons without the fire-protection buffs Satine cast on the party prior to their battle. It almost feels like a Crestone, but it’s too alive to be put inside my Inventory…

He couldn’t quite explain it. The Overlord spirit within him told him there was something to consume here, a power to steal if he had a spot for it, but how was that possible? Devour Crestone only worked on, well, Crestones, and dracoliths were separate from the Worldsoul. Moreover, the System provided no information, no notification, no Perk suggestion that could help Simon figure out what kind of power he could unlock from it. 

“—think we’ve lost him,” he heard Mel comment nearby. “He’s not a raven, he’s an overweight magpie.”

“Huh?” Simon snapped back to reality to find the rest of the party smiling at him. “What? Where’s Marraco?”

“You’ve been ogling the dracolith for over a minute,” Frea mused before showcasing a purse. To Simon’s surprise, it held a miniature version of the late Marraco. “As for our dragon, I shrunk him.”

“You wouldn’t believe how much money that spell saved us,” Mel commented. 

“That’s great!” Simon agreed. “Now I can make weapons from his body and his soul!”

“Anyway,” Alphonse said, clearing his throat. “We should continue our journey to the Magefalls. The local dryad will no doubt come to greet us, so Simon should remain silent.”

“Oh, since this may be our last chance to speak in a while…” Mel stared into Simon’s eyes and asked the hard question. “Is it true your brother Dassein fucks his manticore?”

A few chuckles echoed in response to her question, and Simon had the distinct impression Casval would have laughed too. Poor Dassein, he didn’t deserve this White Unicorn slander. “No, he does not.” 

“Huh. But he does mount his Shifter soldiers, right?”

“Yes, he does.” Simon squinted at her. “Why the sudden interest in my brother’s private life?”

Mel shrugged her shoulders. “I overheard you and Satine discussing marriage prospects, and I wanted to be sure you weren’t shortchanging my friend.”

Alphonse raised an eyebrow at Satine. “Would you marry a prince of House Magnos?”

“I would rather marry Verdis of Cocagne, or a friend closer to home,” she replied, the implications of her statement flying too high above poor Alphonse’s head for him to catch them. “But I am a princess of Magvolia. I must act for my people’s benefit first and foremost.”

“Why not switch to that other brother of his then? Prince Thalas is a well-respected warrior and I’ve heard he’s quite handsome—” Simon burst out laughing before Mel could finish, much to her annoyance. “What? Did I say something stupid?”

“I’m sorry,” Simon apologized. “I forgot most people aren’t acquainted directly with my family and only hear of them through our propaganda office.”

Alphonse couldn’t help but join in on the fun. “Your brother is uglier than you, isn’t he?”

“No, he’s just not a respected warrior…” Simon marked a short pause. “Not by people who know him, anyway.”

“Really?” Mel scratched the back of his head. “Isn’t he a high-level Berserker?” 

“That’s not saying much by House Magnos’ standards.” The likes of Louis and Norbelle had set too high a bar. “Thalas is… not as bad as he could have turned out, but Dassein would still be the better match in my humble Overlord opinion.”

“What a glowing endorsement,” Satine mused. “Can he dance at least?” 

“He’s surprisingly good at it, yes,” Simon replied with the same tone, a warm feeling building up in his chest. Was he starting to like these people? 

He respected them before, or at least what they represented, but traveling with them reminded Simon of his time in the Sanctuary. They were good people, unlike many of the monsters he had grown accustomed to.

However, Alphonse’s party wasn’t naive when it came to the true nature of the world, nor were they unprepared. In spite of some of its members starting far behind people like Tybalt when it came to levels, Heroic Destiny and their greater experience gains let them close the gap far quicker. They could follow well-oiled tactics with great coordination. 

They might be one of the very few groups capable of tackling the Zodiac Fiends in a year’s time besides House Magnos, with the proper guidance and mentorship. The likes of Alcyone had already proved to be willing to listen, and Alphonse was surprisingly open-minded. Even Princess Satine was open to a marriage alliance if it beat an invasion. An alliance with the White Unicorn is possible…

So long as Illusea remained out of the picture, at least.  



They reached the Magefalls before sundown. 

The place bore its name well. The site was a natural wonder, a tall cliff from which misty, mana-charged waters fell upon the small lake beneath. Statues of the first Lorean kings were carved onto its rocky surface and held the top of the structure on their shoulders; a gift from an ancient Mage whose name escaped Simon right now.

The air was so rich with magic from its proximity to the local Manatree that Frea no longer required manaliths to recharge herself. She seemed to grow livelier by the second merely from breathing. 

Simon himself remained alert on Alphonse’s shoulder as he looked around. He expected another ambush, but the area was surprisingly quiet and dragon-free; so much, in fact, that they spotted a duo of white horses with spiraling horns in the middle of their foreheads drinking the lake’s waters. 

“Unicorns…” Satine whispered as she gently approached one. The beast allowed her to touch its skin, while the other greeted Frea with a nod. They glared at Simon with suspicion and stepped away from Mel though. 

“They only let fair and innocent maidens touch them, though they will often appear to valorous warriors in order to knight them,” Alphonse said, likely for Simon’s sake. “One was present during my own ceremony.”

“I’m too mature for them,” Mel said with a small laugh. 

They seem to sense I’m not a normal raven either, Simon thought. It had to be something other than divination or else Anathemic Secrecy would have blocked it. I must improve my bird acting. 

Simon began by practicing his croaking, which only caused the unicorns to run away, much to his party’s dismay. 

Stop glaring at me, I’m just a normal raven doing normal bird things, Simon wanted to tell them, but held back to stay in character. He looked around to find no tiger demigod waiting for them, or a dryad for that matter. Shouldn’t she come here to greet us?

Alphonse seemed to have read his thoughts, because he grabbed the Shrink-miniaturized dracolith and approached a small promontory at the lake’s edge. 

“Shura of the West!” he called out, his Class armor shining under the fading sun. “I am Alphonse, Paladin of Lore! I beseech thee to show yourself, and accept this tribute!”

His words rang through the Magefalls for a second, and a mighty gust of wind answered them. 

It came out of nowhere, but blew at the group with the might of a rising storm. The mana mist cleared in an instant. Simon’s Dark Visionary sight caught a brief flash of radiance comparable to a megalith, followed by a tremendously imposing presence making itself known. 

A colossal form leaped in front of them in a blinding flash of steel and falling leaves too fast for the eyes to follow. Its paws landed on the lake’s surface with such precision and softness that they didn’t disturb the water, although the beast they belonged to rivaled Vouivre herself in size. It seemed to float weightlessly on its surface. 

The creature resembled a white tiger at first glance, the way a dragon resembled a wyvern. It was strong and lean, with black stripes the shape of thunderbolts and fur like clouds. Its eyes were sapphire gemstones gleaming with mana, its immense claws steely knives, its canines two immense claymores sharpened into fangs. Part of its back and limbs were covered in lacquered armor growing out of its body, and its tail split into a steely bident. A ring of autumn leaves carried by an invisible wind swirled over its head like a halo. 

This was no tiger, but strength given form. 

“I am Shura of the West, defender of Lore,” the great eidolon said, his masculine and dominating voice a hurricane’s howl. “I have heard your call and shall accept your offering, Paladin.”


Shura the White Tiger

Level 88 Eidolon of the West, Autumn, Tigers, Metal, and Mettle. 

Beast/Divine



Level 88.

Simon blinked twice when he saw that number. He knew for a fact the Five Sovereigns were among the strongest of eidolons, but to see the actual number left him utterly speechless. This was the kind of eidolon Vayan wished he could become; a true demigod worthy of worship. 

“Our apologies for the disturbance, great Shura,” Alphonse said, as he and the rest of the party wisely knelt in front of the great creature. “Thank you for honoring us with your presence today.”

“Rise, Paladin. The valiant don’t belong on their knees.” The eidolon studied the group with his gemstone eyes, then nodded to himself. “Have you come here to prove your skills to me? Only by impressing me shall you receive my blessing.”

“I will gladly accept any trial you deem fit, Lord Shura.” The Paladin rose as asked. “However, we came here to seek answers from you as the Light Megalith’s guardian and about the evil held within, not do battle.”

“So, you know of my guardianship oath.” The tiger’s voice grew a little more bitter than before. “Alas, the people of Serras relieved me of my duty when they chased away my followers and I from their city in centuries past.” 

Exactly as Helel planned, no doubt. This explained why Shura hadn’t intervened when Chrom Cruak and Valravn attacked the cathedral in the previous reign. A demon’s patience is a terrible weapon.  

“However, you need not fear the vile archfiend sealed within,” Shura declared. “I sensed that a selfless soul sacrificed herself to renew the seal.” 

Simon’s blood turned to ice in his avian veins, and all color left Frea’s face. 

“Sac…” The elf gulped, as a terrible realization dawned upon her. “Sacrificed?”

“The soul returned the divine lifeforce she inherited from the Mana Mother to repair the seal at the cost of her life.” Shura leaned towards Frea, perhaps sensing her grief. “I sensed great despair in her. Pain deep as the sea. I think that giving away her life and soul for the greater good came as a… relief.”

No… Simon’s heart swelled with anguish while Frea covered her mouth, tears forming in her eyes. It can’t… why would she… it doesn’t…

Too early.

The realization struck Simon like a thunderbolt. He had deprived Belzemine of the brands that provided her with purpose and sanity, then brought her to the Light Megalith before she had been given the time to repair her psyche. She had touched that stone while confused with grief, doubt, and the desire to end it all. 

He had killed Belzemine through ignorance once again. 

Wait… Simon blinked. The lifeforce she inherited from the Mana Goddess? 

“Master…” Satine said, holding Frea’s arm in an attempt to comfort her. 

“Lady Frea…” Alphonse scowled as he looked up to Shura. “Why?! Why would Lady Belzemine need to offer up her own life?!”

“The archfiend sealed within the Light Megalith, Helel, is the worst of her terrible kind,” Shura explained. “The Noble Heroes could not destroy her, so when the moment of truth came, the Mana Mother used her own lifeforce to imprison the demon. However, the enemy proved relentless and the seal imperfect. Prayers to the Light Megalith and the Mana Mother helped to strengthen the bars holding Helel.”

“Hence why she diverted that faith…” Alphonse muttered to himself. He finally seemed to accept the obvious. 

“But what about the dark comet, your tigerness?” Mel asked, unable to hold her tongue. “We’ve heard it will strengthen the demon.”

Shura dismissed the danger. “The Light Megalith’s seal was designed to hold her even should she receive the Dark Comet’s blessing. She will only escape once all faith in the Mana Mother fades away from this world, unless her inheritors unseal her themselves.”

Her inheritors? Does he mean Anna and Belzemine? But inheritors implies death… Simon struggled to hold his tongue and not break his cover. Could Valravn have spoken—

“What do you mean by inheritors?” Satine asked the question on the tip of Simon’s beak. “Why would Lady Belzemine inherit power from the Goddess herself?”

The great white tiger didn’t answer that particular query. He seemed to hesitate for a very long moment, the wind blowing over the Magefalls, before admitting, “I cannot say, child. I have been sworn to secrecy, and that particular promise still holds.”

“To whom?!” Frea wiped her tears, her hands gripping her staff. “Sworn to whom?!”

“To me,” a soft woman’s voice answered. “He swore it to me.”

An elf walked out of the waterfall as if it were a portal, her naked feet floating on the water’s surface.  

She was thin and petite, like Eole, wearing a white and golden chiton garment that used to be all the rage before the Doom wiped the old world clean. Her long green hair, the color of emerald grass, were arranged into a bun while two strands fell on the sides of her face. Her only garments were a sash, golden bracers and ankle protections covered in rune-encrusted manaliths, and a diadem encircling the third eye in the middle of her forehead. A Crestone pulsated beneath her skin at the junction between the throat and chest. She was fair of skin and visage, almost ethereal in her gracefulness, while radiating as much holy light as Anna and Euphemia. She looked so much like Belzemine they might have been sisters. 

Simon’s heart turned to stone in his chest, for he knew who the figure in front of him was even before his allies identified her. 

“Lady Oracle?” Alphonse asked, his eyes wide open in shock. “What are you doing h–”

“Have you forgotten, Alphonse?” the elf cut in before he could finish. “You swore an oath whose violation would flag you with an invisible mark that would allow guildmasters to track you down… and you violated one of its core tenets.”

Her emerald gaze settled on the raven perched on Alphonse’s shoulder with an emotion clearer than the Magefalls’ water: pure, personal, and intimate hatred. 

“Never be a friend to the Overlord.”
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  The Oracle of Illusea had left her homeland for the first time in centuries, all to better ruin Simon’s day.

She looked so small and frail compared to her reputation, more like a vestal than an immortal nation’s ruler or the Overlord’s most persistent foe, yet appearances were deceiving. The holy light and the shimmering aura of mana radiating from her matched that of a true dryad, while the subtle pressure and intensity she gave off reminded Simon of his own vicious ancestor.

This was Elios Magnos’ one and only equal. The first and only wielder of the Oracle Crestone, who looked down on the world from the highest of heights. A Tier X spellcaster capable of razing cities and outliving three Overlords.

And she wouldn’t have left Illusea unless she was absolutely sure Simon had zero chance of surviving this encounter. The way her gaze settled on him personally suggested he was already condemned, and that his bird form did not fool her.

She pointed a finger at him, and Simon did the wisest thing he could in this situation.

He immediately teleported away.

To his surprise, he actually managed to activate his Lord of the Demon Castle Perk without an anchor spell or barrier getting in the way… but rather than return to Frightwall, he found himself teleported right in front of the Oracle.


Telecatcher redirected your Teleport! 



Her foot then flew at his face like a meteor.

Simon immediately dispelled his Bird Title, put on his Overlord armor, and hastily cast all the defensive spells he knew, but she swiftly kicked him in the face and pulverized all of his defenses. Buffs, Unyielding Essence’s immunity to non-magical damage, nothing lessened the impact. Her blow carried more power than what the likes of Thalas or Vouivre could manage, and propelled him upwards with such violence it nearly tore his head off his shoulders.

He activated Darkflight and attempted to put distance between them, but she was on him in a flash, somehow teleporting above him. “Chaos W—”

“Meteor Dive!”

She punched him in the chest with the strength of a falling star.

It was as if the weight of the world had fallen upon him, cracking his armor, shattering his ribs, and causing blood to fill his throat. She slammed him against the earth below, with the impact shaking the entire Magefalls and leaving a crater. Simon felt water filling the hole she had dug with his body, his vision going white for a second.

He attempted to activate Hellfire Gaze and blast her, but she pressed her foot on his face and forced it to the side, his baleful flames melting stone rather than the elf. He immediately cast Chaos Wave against her, only for the spell to fizzle out.


Auto-Counterspell cancelled out your magic!



“You will not escape,” the Oracle said, “and neither shall you die.”

Her cold tone suggested he would wish he did, though. The only reason she hadn’t killed him on the spot was likely because she feared slaying him, by accident or design, would cause the Overlord Class to pass on to a more dangerous holder.

Simon hissed and prepared to cast her into Hell with his Crown of Pain, when a bolt of light surged from the side of his vision. The Oracle dodged it by leaning her head slightly to the left without even looking.

Alphonse.

“Enough!” The Paladin shouted, his sword drawn. “We came here to tal—”

“Every word coming out of this mouth is a poisonous lie, Alphonse,” the Oracle cut in, her foot pressing into Simon’s face. “To think you would be brazen enough to try and corrupt our Paladin.”

“No one is corrupting anyone!” Alphonse snapped, his armor gleaming in the sunlight. “Simon is our ally!”

Shura growled at Alphonse. “Have you betrayed your oaths to side with the Overlord?”

“He is not the monster his father was!” Alphonse argued. “We have a once in a lifetime chance to talk things through! Why must we come to blows immediately?”

Simon would be damned. Alphonse did consider him his friend. It was a pity it had come at a hefty price, but a sideways glance showed him that the rest of his party was torn between watching the situation unfold and assisting him.

This might be his chance to win himself more time. Find a way out.

Simon removed his armor, regained his human form, and raised his hands. “I have come to parley, Oracle.”

Shura growled in disdain at his offer, but the Oracle… her frown of hatred faded into something else, something unexpected.

A look of pity.

“You know me,” Simon guessed. “Who I am.”

“I know the hero you should have been, Simon Magnos, not the villain you became.” Her voice dripped with disgust, and she wouldn’t remove her foot from his face. “Your father, and through him, the Overlord Class, decided otherwise. I weep when I see you, twisted into this mockery and corruption of the glory we were promised.”

So she had seen his former fate in her visions; the life he could have lived with his mother in Lore, had Balzam Magnos not ruined everything. However, that knowledge clearly hadn’t inspired any sympathy for Simon in the Oracle’s heart.

Neither did Shura look pleased. “You allied with the Overlord, Paladin, and would dare bring him before me? Are you a deceived fool, or a traitor?”

“I am neither, Lord Shura,” Alphonse replied with knightly dignity. “Simon is a valorous ally who did not choose his Class and helped us—”

“He helped you take out his competition, and then exploited your naivety to gain access to the Light Megalith.” the Oracle interrupted him. “Your impatience for answers doomed an innocent soul, and the world with her.”

Alphonse frowned. “What do you—”

“You have been deceived. By allowing this villain to sacrifice our savior to the Light Megalith, he has ensured Brimir will enter a spiral of decay it may never recover from.”

“I sacrificed no one!” Simon snapped back angrily. He would not allow this treacherous elf to slander him in public and turn people who had the decency of giving him the benefit of the doubt against him! “I’m not a villain, whether you like it or not! I just want to save the world and my people from the Zodiac Parade!”

The Oracle’s disdain was written all over her face. “What good can you do?”

“Destroy the Zodiac crystals, for a start!” Simon argued. “I can ensure this four hundred year cycle of Doom ends! Bring me Nodens’ core and I can prov–”

“Lies!” The Oracle clearly didn’t believe him. “You sacrificed the real chosen one, whose soul is now imprisoned in stone and refuses reincarnation because of your abuse. The weight of that crime is greater than you could ever know.”

“Then why don’t you tell me rather than keep everything to yourself, Your Vagueness?!” Simon replied angrily. Her judgmental attitude just got on his nerves. “I freed Belzemine from her brands and let her act as she wished! If I knew what would happen, I would have stopped it. I have no wish to wage war on Illusea, Lore, or any other nation for that matter!”

“There is no bright future for Brimir so long as the Overlord stands,” Shura replied imperiously. “Your mere existence infects this world with evil.”

“It is foretold your Class will eventually destroy our world and engulf it in eternal darkness,” the Oracle added. “It is simply in its nature, and the end has never felt so close since you inherited the Crimson Throne.”

Because killing me is what triggers the flood of miasma you so fear! Simon felt invisible hands on his throat when he considered sharing that information with her. Of course the Overlord Class wouldn’t allow for diplomacy! She’s mistaken. She thinks killing me will prevent her vision, when it will only ensure it comes to pass.

There was some irony to this situation, but not the funny kind.

“You think you can seal me in stone, like a vulgar fiend,” Simon said. “Guess what, it won’t work! I foresaw it! I will either escape once Abraxas shines on my constellation or the Overlord will pass to a crueler inheritor.”

“There are other options,” the Oracle replied, her tone growing dangerous.

“Like what? Having Louis stab me with the Mana Sword, so you can watch someone like him or Vouivre become the Fifth Overlord?!” Her deepening frown only emboldened Simon. “I didn’t choose my Class, but I’m not bound by it either! Shouldn’t we cooperate to save the world from it and the Zodiac Fiends?”

“Exactly, he’s no Overlord material,” Mel said in his defense, “he’s a weirdo who shits on rocks while transformed into a bird!”

“I agree,” Alphonse replied. “Lady Oracle, we have a once in a lifetime opportun—”

“Your so-called ‘friend’ is either lying or deluded, Alphonse,” his superior interrupted him, her gaze firmly settled on Simon. “Power. Ambition. Delusions. Those are the strings you dance to at your Class’ whims. You think you are free, Simon Magnos, but you are only free to make the wrong choice.”

“From whose perspective? Yours?” Simon returned her sneer. “You, who hide in your paradise while others are free to die for you? You, who kept losing to my predecessors for four hundred years?!”

His words rattled the Oracle, whose face twisted into a scowl. “You understand nothing of my duty.”

“And you understand nothing of courage, you paranoid coward!”

Frea gulped. “Lady Oracle, with all due respect—”

“You would be wise to remain quiet, Frea,” the Oracle rebuked her. “Especially after you violated your oath and attempted to keep this from me.”

She knows what they will say before they open their mouths, Simon realized. He was the only one she didn’t interrupt, likely because Anathemic Secrecy interfered with her foresight. It’s why her gaze never leaves me.

He was the only one who could throw her off her game, which he did by asking the question on everyone’s lips.

“Is your goddess truly dead?”

His words were met with silence, with only the sound of the falling waterfall to break it.

“Belzemine wa—is one of the Mana Goddess’ inheritors,” Simon said, still refusing to accept his friend’s demise. “Why would she inherit anything, if the Worldtree’s dryad is safe and sound?”

“I owe you no answers,” the Oracle replied.

Alphonse scowled and stepped forward. “Is the Mana Goddess truly dead?” His blunt question went unanswered, so he asked another. “Why is Lady Bel—”

“She is important, and that is all you need to know.”

This didn’t satisfy Alphonse. “Alcyone is facing the Cobweb as we speak. You timed this moment so she wouldn’t interve—”

“Think carefully about what you are considering, Alphonse,” the Oracle interrupted him, her voice cold. “I can forgive your naivety, but not treachery.”

“Why won’t you just answer our questions, then?!” Mel snapped at her in frustration. She had already taken a step forward to help her friend. “Why won’t you just say yes or no?!”

“Because tales say that the Oracle Class demands truthfulness and honesty from its wielder,” Satine noted, her hands clutching her staff. “She cannot lie.”

The sheer absurdity of the notion that the Oracle had to be honest almost caused Simon to burst out laughing, but the way his foe remained eerily silent lent credence to the princess’ claim. It would have been so easy to simply answer ‘no, the Mana Goddess is alive’ or the like to end it all.

The fact she outright refused to answer was quite the revelation in itself. Something had happened to the Mana Goddess. Something that left her indisposed at best.

“With all due respect, Lady Oracle, you are not making this any easier…” Frea cleared her throat. “You demand absolute faith, without returning any of our trus—”

“I trusted you, Frea, and you listened to him instead.” The Oracle’s words grew all the more bitter, her voice heavy with pain. “Like the Librarian before you.”

Elios? An idea crossed Simon’s mind, and he immediately put it into motion.

“How many elves?” he inquired, his words more venomous than a snake’s kiss. “How many elves died fighting your wars?”

The Oracle glared at him. “All I have done was for the well-being and happiness of Brimir’s people.”

“But some people matter more than others, don’t they?” Simon smiled. “Did you tell Elios that before he rebelled?”

The Oracle didn’t like that comment, at all. She raised her foot to smash his jaw and silence him, but Simon sprang to action. He put on his Overlord armor in a flash and cast the one spell he knew she wouldn’t have prepared for.

“Soul Calling!”

His spell tore many martyrs’ souls from their diseased undead flesh, and a flock of screaming demon goat specters arrived to defend their shepherd.

They appeared to surround him from nowhere, startling the Oracle before quickly pivoting to snap her fingers. “Rain Spell, Stasis!”

A wave of magic erupted from her, paralyzing not only the ghosts but Mel and Satine too. Simon was only spared by virtue of Unyielding Essence, while Alphonse and Frea simply shrugged it off. The former immediately sprang into action in a dash of speed, channeling Thunderslash through his sword. He did the bravest thing a Paladin could do.

He lunged at the Oracle to defend the Overlord.

She dodged, of course, avoiding the blade as if she could literally see it move before it struck, and Shura quickly pounced on the Paladin to pin him to the ground. However, this allowed Simon to blast the Oracle with Chaos Wave. He immediately felt his spell hit an invisible barrier of some kind.


Chaos Wave couldn’t overcome the Mirror effect!



The Oracle had coated herself in the same effect Carbuncle applied to Simon when summoned, and it reflected the Overlord’s spell back at its sender. Simon was flung across the lake and hit the waterfall, which ended up putting a few dozen feet between the Oracle and him. Meanwhile, Frea acted on instinct to defend Alphonse and blasted Shura’s head with a Nova, causing the eidolon to stumble.

Simon immediately triggered Darkflight in an attempt to escape in the confusion, but enormous vines burst out of the Magefalls to catch him. The waters twisted in the form of liquid elementals, and previously invisible elves and fairies manifested everywhere all around them.

Of course the coward wouldn’t show up alone!

The Oracle quickly teleported to Frea’s side—or maybe she simply moved too fast for Simon to see—and touched her. “Timeleap.”

Frea disappeared in a purple flash, leaving the entire party incapacitated and at the Oracle’s mercy.

Simon held absolutely no illusions about their chances of defeating a level 100 foe with an eidolon and an army of elven warriors prepared to defeat him. He might be able to challenge Shura to an Ordeal, but the others would ambush him whether he won or not.

This reign was at an end.

Unless… Simon glanced at the roots holding him and held onto them. They likely belonged to the nearby Manatree, and those were a dryad’s true self. He could be able to target it with that ability. Forgive me, Alphonse, but this may be our only chance… 

“Crown of Pain.”

His fiery halo burst above his head, and the jaws of Hell roared open to claim their victim.

A mighty quake shook the entire region, a raging storm of miasma heralding the chaos to come with an infernal hiss. The Oracle’s three eyes widened in horror, as her foresight no doubt gave her a preview of what would follow. Jaws and teeth the size of hills burst out from everywhere in wide rifts, with dragons rising to the sky to escape fires engulfing the horizon.

The sycamore Manatree began to sink into Simon’s prison demiplane, and the entire region with it.

Let's see you stop that, Simon thought, glaring at the Oracle. This is all on your head. 

All color left the face of Illusea’s leader, at which point she quickly slammed her hands together. The sheer mana gathering around her turned her into a star shining bright in the rising sea of miasma threatening to engulf the world.

Her people needed a miracle, and she had one.

“Clockstop.”

A tidal wave of purple engulfed the universe, and the march of time halted for all living beings.
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  The world was engulfed in purple, and time came to a stop. 

The wind ceased to blow. The ground no longer shook. The movement of the stars in the sky halted, and so did the clamor of battle. The elves, Alphonse, Shura, even the jaws of his infernal demiplane reaching out for the manatree’s roots had ceased to move, frozen in purple. The Oracle and Overlord alone remained full of color in a universe of silence.

Simon remained speechless in the light of this towering display of sorcery. This wasn’t Stasis, since Simon was immune to such things, nor a mere ailment or status effect. The Oracle had truly halted the march of time itself, except for her and him; and even then he wondered if he was only immune to it because he was the Overlord, or simply because she chose to spare him. 

This… this had to be a Tier X Chronomancy spell. The apex of the magical world. 

“Stop this sorcery,” the Oracle ordered him.

“Only if you release me and my allies, then let us teleport away,” Simon replied as he burned away the vines holding him with Hellfire. His magic still worked, and he could sense his connection to his minions remained active. “Or else all these deaths—and the horrors that will come after—shall be on your head.”

He attempted to teleport away once more, but the Oracle’s Telecatcher summoned him to her side again. She attempted to slam him into the ground when he appeared, but he had expected that and immediately activated Darkbound on arrival. His body surged to immense size, and he landed on her like a rolling hill. 

His fist struck only empty air and frozen water however, for the Oracle had dodged his blow. She joined her hands into a cup, gathered mana inside, and then fired a beam of sunlight straight into Simon’s chest.

System notifications weren’t frozen in the slightest.


   Supereffective damage!



He collapsed onto his back and into the lake, the water propelled in the air freezing in suspended time without ever reaching the earth. 

The Oracle leaped onto his chest and slammed into him with her foot, the weight of her slim frame greater than a mountain. 

“You would risk casting an entire region into the Abyss, and still claim the moral high ground?” The Oracle glared at him in disgust and began to make hand gestures; she was likely casting some sort of counterspell. “You are as vile as your ancestors.”

“I came here to talk, and you forced me into this!” 

“You will not be forced to do anything anymore. Sleep tight.”

The Oracle gathered her breath and intoned a spell which Simon immediately recognized as the very same ritual the elven mages used to petrify him in Valne so many reigns ago. Already he sensed stone materializing out of nowhere to engulf him into a prison he would not escape until Abraxas shone bright in the sky. 

Except now he would be caught in Lorean territory, with the Oracle taking a personal interest in containing him. 

No. No, no, no! Simon furiously tried to figure out a way out of this situation. With no way to overcome the Oracle, he attempted to switch strategies and targeted the time-frozen Shura. Even if he knew he couldn’t win a duel with the creature, he still tried to force one out of desperation. I challenge you to an Ordeal!

His mental order went unanswered. The forced Ordeal likely required the targeted eidolon to be capable of at least being notified of the challenge, and he was currently indisposed. The Oracle’s sealing spell would likely be completed before her Clockstop expired. 

He was trapped, and the stone had already engulfed his limbs and reached his chest. He could only move his head, and he would soon lose that freedom as well.

Wait! A mad idea crossed Simon’s mind; one that would be extremely risky, but still better than being left at the Oracle’s mercy. She might disturb the reigns anyway with her ‘other options,’ so what do I have to lose?!

“When the curtain of darkness falls on a world devoid of light,” Simon chanted, “the black mirror shall show your true se—”

The Oracle swept his entire lower jaw with a swift kick. 

The pain was atrocious, but the fountain of acidic blood erupting from his giant-sized maw took her briefly by surprise and forced her to step back. He drained his ghost-goats of their energies—promising to honor their martyrdom in the next reign—and then completed his incantation. 

“Reveal thyself, Carbuncle the Devil-Mirror!”

The frozen world trembled as the Abyss intruded upon it, the shadow of a floating mirror materializing above Simon. Its surface cast a partly shrouded reflection of the Oracle, showing Simon a glimpse of her holding a green-haired shadow in a tight embrace.  

Auspice: Twisted Reflection: Constant Mirror status applied to the summoner.

His intuition proved right when the stone ceased to crawl up his body, and instead began to appear on the Oracle’s ankles. 

Simon’s heartbeat quickened in his chest with glee. His plan was simple: since the sealing ritual appeared to be a continuous effect, he had hoped Carbuncle’s constant Mirror effect would throw it back at the Oracle. It had been a long shot, but the best he could come up with in this delicate situation.

The Oracle nearly stumbled in surprise and Simon exploited her brief surprise to blast her with Hellfire Gaze for good measure. A magical barrier immediately appeared to shield her, but the ritual’s interruption made the stone holding him fragile enough that he could begin to free his arms. 

But then all of his plans shattered with a cracking noise.

There was no other way to describe it. He heard a terrible droning noise, akin to a thousand glass windows exploding all at once. A vibration spread through the land and earth, nay, through the very fabric of reality itself. 

Both Simon and the Oracle looked at the source, their enmity briefly forgotten by shared terror. 

Carbuncle’s mirror imploded above him.

The dark eidolon collapsed in on himself into a hole of miasma dug into the heart of space itself, cracks spreading through the very air from it. The howl of the Abyss echoed from its darkened depths, the blackness so thick it could swallow even the stars. 

“What have you done?” The Oracle muttered to herself, her three eyes wide with fear and horror. 

“I… I don’t know!” Simon replied earnestly. The dark rift had begun to widen and suck in everything close to it. The frozen air, the floating water and stones propelled upwards by the impact of their various strikes… it consumed all within its grasp. “This…”

And then it hit Simon. 

Each time he had summoned a dark eidolon so far, it had caused a small error in causality; and here he had summoned Carbuncle in a realm of frozen time between two ticks of the clock. This had magnified the effect and created a dreadful paradox. 

By the Light… I think I may have broken time.

“This… my vision…” The Oracle glared down at Simon, her fury a terror to behold. “You knew this would happen.”

“I did not!” Simon snapped back. “You forced me into desperate measures!”

“But you still took the risk! You would rather endanger the entire world rather than admit defeat!” The Oracle coated her fingers in holy energy. “You selfish, deluded madman!”

“Wait, we can stop this together—”

The Oracle tore out his heart with a holy punch. 

Her fist struck through his chest and pulverized everything in its way. His giant-sized armor, his bridge-sized ribs… none could survive her light. It incinerated its way through Simon’s organs, but left enough of his lungs for him to scream with. 

“I am stopping this,” the Oracle said while Simon howled in pain. “Right now!”

The elven fool…

No doubt she hoped that killing Simon would stop the reaction in some way, even if it would mean shouldering the Overlord Class’ burden. It was a desperate plan from someone trying to save the world from the prophesied end, the last gamble of a seer whose foresight only promised annihilation should she do nothing. 

And it failed. 

The blow should have killed Simon, but it didn’t… maybe. 

His body shrank back to its original size in a hole of swirling time-frozen water pulled upwards by an all-devouring spatial anomaly. He bounced onto the earth with a gaping hole in his chest oozing acidic blood, yet he would not die, nor could he move. He felt cold and unable to move a muscle, but his consciousness wouldn’t fade away into death’s quiet mercy.

Like all of time, he was trapped between two transitory states of existence. His body was shrouded in shadows, scales and demonic claws overlapping with his own fading human limbs. 

Whatever the Oracle saw in him frightened and disgusted her. 

“They… they are all in there,” the Oracle said in shock, the poisonous blood on her fist dripping off an invisible barrier shielding her skin from harm. “What is… that thing in the depths of your soul, glaring back at me…” She joined her hands and prepared another spell. “Sever–”

Death cut in with malice, “Chaos Prism.”

The Oracle’s head suddenly snapped to the side just as she seemed to sense something at the edge of her senses. Multicolored walls surrounded the Oracle from all sides, imprisoning her in a prism of solid light. 

A familiar presence made itself known, as oppressive as the shadow of death. A cowled figure soundlessly appeared at the edge of Simon’s gaze, two vile eyes and a Crestone shining beneath his hood. Neither the frozen time nor spatial collapse could delay his malice. 


Instadeath negated by Unyielding Essence. 



The Librarian had come to chronicle the end of the world. 

The Oracle’s three eyes glared at the newcomer. “Elios.”

“It was unwise to leave your island, Lysandra.” 

If words could kill, then the way Elios Magnos uttered that name would have brought the world to an end. There was so much hatred between these two, so much animosity, that it dwarfed even the rift in its fathomless depth. 

“I have waited a long time for this, my old friend.” Elios ignored his dying descendant and waved his hand at the Oracle. “Implosion.”

The prism prison shrunk in on itself and tried to crush the Oracle. However, she swiftly unleashed a pulse of light that shattered her prison and then swiftly activated a Contingency spell to renew her buffs. 

“This is not the time, traitor!” the Oracle shouted back at the lich with pure animosity written all over her face. Neither of them paid much attention to Simon, so absorbed were they in their hatred and rivalry. “Look up! The world is collapsing! We must stop this reaction before it’s too late!”

Elios Magnos did follow her advice and gazed up at the rift, which had now spread across the entire purple sky. The Librarian gazed into the very end of the world staring back at him with gaping hunger. 

And then he summarily dismissed it. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Elios Magnos replied coldly, miasma coursing in his hands. “Grand Delta.”

He cast a great triangle of converted mana at the Oracle, who countered by summoning a miniature sun in the palm of her hand. The two projectiles crashed together in a violent explosion that ruptured the cracks further open, allowing baleful eyes to glare through them with otherworldly hunger. 

“This shall not be my death… but yours is long overdue, Lysandra,” Elios Magnos declared, snapping his fingers and opening more rifts in the fabric of reality. “Meteor!”

“You insane madman!” The Oracle snarled back as she shattered enormous flaming boulders with her bare fists. 

Simon watched her smash the rocks to pieces as the rift’s hunger and pull grew strong enough to lift up his corpse. He floated into the air alongside so many. Alphonse, Satine, the elves who had followed their fool of a leader to their demise… all of them were sucked into a darkness that devoured even time. 

The last thing Simon saw before the shadows consumed everything was the sight of Elios Magnos and the Oracle dueling on the ground amidst the collapsing ruins of a dying world. Those two kept flinging high-level spells at each other even while reality collapsed around them. 

They settled their grudge as the universe unraveled into primordial darkness.



He was himself, and not himself. 

Simon could tell something was wrong the moment he faded back to awakening. He felt as sick as he did after he had completed the Dark Visionary ritual, with his eyelids being heavier than stones. Light fell upon his face rather than faint starlight, and most importantly, something warm pressed against his chest. Something warm, and which snored lightly. 

He was sharing his bed with a stranger. 

What… What's going on? Simon’s eyes opened on his own, moved by an otherworldly force. My body… it’s moving on its own. 

A flash overtook his vision, and when it faded away, he found himself in a room he didn’t recognize. It was big, white, and well-lit, with a huge wardrobe, a large mirror, and other amenities a bastard of his rank had always been denied. It was a princely room, and one he did not recognize in the slightest. 

“Mornin’, Simon,” a familiar voice said gently. “Did you sleep well?”

Simon’s head turned on its own, and he found himself staring at Satine Renais. She was on him, as naked as he was, and holding him in an unchaste embrace with a mere sheet shielding them from the cold. She smiled at him in the way she never had, her expression full of warmth. 

Satine? he wanted to ask in disbelief, but instead his lips shifted to say, “I did, dear.”

He kissed her languorously without wishing to, and she returned the gesture before snuggling against him. “Can we stay a little longer?”

“I wish,” the force possessing Simon replied with his voice, “but your uncle will call for us soon.”

“He can wait…” A knock echoed on the door, and the princess grunted in annoyance. “Yes?”

“It’s me!” Alphonse’s voice answered through the door. “Mel and I are getting down to meet the Warrior and the Adventurer! Will you come with us?!”

“Sure thing, brother!” ‘Simon’ replied while stroking Satine’s hair. “Give us half an hour, give or take.”

It was Mel’s voice that answered through the door, “Are you going to fool around or somethin’?” 

“Yes! And so should you!” Simon answered without wishing it to. He heard laughter echo from outside, and though Satine rolled her eyes, a smile was etched on her lips. 

“I should have cut out that tongue of yours long ago,” Satine said as she sat up on the bed and began to adjust her hair into a bun. “You are too insolent by half.”

“And you love me for it, princess,” Simon answered as he left the bed, his limbs moving on their own. His legs moved towards the mirror, where his eyes spotted a sword leaning on its frame. 

Is this… a memory? Simon wondered, a prisoner in his own body, a spectator forced to witness a life he never had. A puppet show, or an illusion? 

But then the other Simon looked into the mirror, and he understood. 

The reflection outwardly resembled him, in that he had the same hair, same face, same eyes, and yet so many small details were wrong. He was a tiny bit younger and more muscled, with a deep scar on his right cheek. 

Quite the uncanny feeling, to become a stranger to yourself.  

Moreover, the sword sitting next to the mirror caught Simon’s attention. It was an exact copy of the blade Alphonse recovered from Marraco’s stomach, except its pommel was encrusted with the Paladin Noble Crestone. It glowed as his hand reached out for it and unsheathed it with casual ease. Gleaming white armor covered him head to toe without burning his skin. 

No. This wasn’t a memory, nor an illusion. 

It was a Remembrance. 

“It looks good on you,” Satine said at his side, and she was right. It fit him so well. “It truly is the day, then?”

“Yes,” Simon said, the words coming out on their own, his eyes looking down on his sword and the past he never had. “We will finally take the fight to the empire. All together.”

“Yes,” Satine answered softly, her arms holding his own. “And we will win.” 

Simon nodded gravely with resolve alien to his own, and then stared back at the mirror.

Except… there was no noble knight staring back at him, nor a room in the background. A darkness intruded upon the memory and twisted the mirror, until Simon found himself facing a ghost sitting on his Crimson Throne. 

“Yes, my wayward son. In the end, you did win. This time.” Balzam Magnos leaned forward to better look into his successor’s eyes, his smirk widening with glee at robbing his own child of a happy ending. “But this…”

Black armor covered him, leaving only blazing eyes burning with infernal flames exposed. 

“This is all there is now.”

The Overlord’s hand reached out of the mirror, and murdered his past. 

  

    
        Chapter 207: The World of Ruins (1)

    
    
    
    
  Something was wrong.

Simon could tell the moment he found himself floating in front of the Crimson Throne again and the congratulatory message struggled to appear. It appeared that the end of the previous reign had left some lingering effects.


This is…

This is…

This will be the Twenty-Fifth of your Hundred Reigns. 

You have earned the Title of Simon the Shepherd.

The Shepherd: You convinced the Paladin to join your flock like a good little sheep. You can now extend Anathemic Secrecy’s stat falsification and divination immunity to allies in your Party. 



This will be the twenty-fifth reign? Simon wasn’t sure what to make of the wording. Must I wait longer than usual?

Either way, he could sense the Crimson Throne’s satisfaction, and through it, that of his predecessors. He couldn’t tell whether they rejoiced at watching the destruction of time or his Remembrance, and it infuriated Simon. 

He could have grown up with friends who trusted him, enjoyed a family he could rely on, loved a princess, and become a true hero acclaimed in songs. In the end, his father had turned that past into ashes. He had lost his mother, sacrificed the woman he had originally been fated to love to a dryad, and slain all of his allies more than once. Time itself had been twisted, and Simon with it. 

But at least he had the power to make his own fate now. No one could dictate how he lived anymore. Not fate, nor his father, not even the Oracle. 

Meeting that stubborn fool in the flesh had only further convinced Simon that peace with her would be near-impossible. Her long opposition to the Overlords had plainly radicalized her against them. Perhaps the only good thing he learned about her was that he could at least lure her out of Illusea under the right circumstances. Belzemine’s demise and the Paladin turning to the Overlord's side appeared to have infuriated her enough to force a confrontation, at least on friendly soil with a near overwhelming advantage. 

Whatever the case, Belzemine was clearly important to the elves and the Mana Goddess. He had to check on her as soon as he woke up, which should be anytime now.

Anytime now…

Simon waited a moment as he floated in front of the Crimson Throne. He expected to be flung back to the past soon, yet seconds lengthened into minutes before he felt his soul being sucked into the darkness of time. 

What’s going on? Simon wondered as he returned to his body, immediately feeling cold and numb, with his eyelids heavier than stone. This… this is different…

For a start, he was sitting rather than laying in his bed, and his Overlord armor pressed against his skin. He inhaled air heavy with miasma and woke up in a damp, cold hall. 

His throne room. 

Simon blinked as he awoke sitting on his Crimson Throne, facing an open sky shrouded in purple clouds. The walls had mostly collapsed, and the ceiling was entirely gone, half-crumbled towers looming in the distance. A chilling wind blew between stony cracks, and no guards were present to welcome him. 

“What… what is this?“ Simon rose up and looked around. The room was an empty ruin, and deathly silent. Not a single stone or statue remained intact wherever he looked, except for the Crimson Throne, which ruled pristine and eternal in its immortal malice. “Is there anybody here?”

No one answered, except the cold wind. 

Was he back in the void between time? The air was heavy with miasma, but not as intensely as the Abyss’ depths. It felt closer to the Darkwood’s edge than the heart of Hell itself. He could also hear the sound of waves on a shore of all things in the distance. 

Something is wrong. Simon focused on his Lord of the Demon Castle Perk and expanded his senses through Frightwall. His mind and soul became one with mangled stone, flooded depths, and jagged ruins. How could this place have fallen to ruin? It recovered from an elven bombardment!

His confusion turned to shock and astonishment when he saw the world through his walls. He looked in all directions, from south to north, and he could only see one thing. 

Water. 

Frightwall’s lake moat had turned into a vast ocean of rancid, polluted greenish ooze stretched as far as the eye could see. Waves washed on the shores that used to be towers and posterns, and nothing remained of Marthrone’s houses and cathedrals. The horizon was shrouded in clouds the sun struggled to pierce through. 

What nonsense was this? Had Frightwall been transported elsewhere? Simon projected his senses into the underground tunnels to find them entirely flooded, with the Abyssal Gate still in its place and firmly closed. It didn’t take him long to see glimpses of underwater ruins deep beneath the oily depths. Was that Marthrone? 

Most importantly, the castle was entirely empty and devoid of life. No man nor demon haunted its walls. 

“Keeper!”

To Simon’s relief, the specter obediently materialized at his side. “What is thy Dark Majesty’s bidding?” 

“What happened?” Simon asked, doubt creeping in his voice. “Where is everyone? My family, the staff… Marthrone? Where are they all?”

“I cannot say, Your Dark Majesty. I have not been summoned in four centuries.”

The words rang in Simon’s befuddled mind like a curse. Four… “What did you just say?”

“I said, ‘I have not been summoned in four centuries,”” the specter replied obediently, heedless of its statement’s true weight. 

Four… four whole centuries?! There had to be a mistake. This couldn’t be possible… “Are you sure?!” 

“I am certain, Your Dark Majesty. Although I have not been called since my last summons, I retain perfect awareness of the passage of time as per my purpose. Four hundred and four years have passed since my last summoning.”

Simon’s blood turned to ice in his veins. “For what purpose were you summoned?”

“I read the will of Your Dark Majesty’s predecessor to the assembly of his family, as per my instructions. I successfully completed the task and then vanished in the absence of further orders.” 

But Simon hadn’t been present to edit his father’s testament, then… then his family had probably started killing each other on the spot.

“Is… is that what caused this destruction?” Simon asked his servant with growing unease. “Why hasn’t Frightwall recovered?”

“I cannot answer Your Dark Majesty’s first query. As for the second, the castle and the Overlord are one. Your Dark Majesty’s prolonged absence halted its natural reconstruction.”

Simon pondered those words for a moment as he looked around himself. As outlandish as it sounded, a short temporary absence couldn’t explain the change in atmosphere, the capital’s disappearance, or the state of decay the castle had fallen into. A lot of time had passed. 

He had to face the obvious conclusion: the last reign’s conclusion must have disturbed the time-loop’s underlying mechanism in some way, and caused him to reappear much later than scheduled. 

Four hundred years. No matter how much Simon rehearsed the number in his head, he couldn’t quite picture it. Four whole centuries… 

The longest of his reigns had been a little over two years long, and he spent most of that one sealed in stone. The Zodiac Parade had long passed, alongside the Endymian civil war and the political landscape he was accustomed to. 

Was… was anyone he knew still alive? His family members had likely died of old age—save Elios Magnos—as well as almost all of his non-elf and non-demonic acquaintances. Gourmand had survived into the void between reigns too. This atmosphere would fit him.

Dragons like Vouivre and Casval might still linger too, but they could have perished from something else in the meantime. Simon wasn’t sure the miasma-infested air, the toxic sea, and the fact that Marthrone had sunk beneath the waves alongside its countryside were signs that the world was in a healthy state right now. 

The idea that the Second Doom had caused geological changes that transformed Marthrone’s lake into a sea was plausible, but the poisoned waters and sky were unnatural, as was the complete absence of life in the vicinity. The very air choked with miasma. 

I am four centuries after the Second Doom. Had Endymion collapsed in on itself like the ancient civilizations that preceded it? Did anything remain of what House Magnos built? Is there anyone else left? There should be something left. 

“Look around,” Simon ordered the Keeper, “surely there must be a clue about what happened here.”

They found none. 

Simon spent the next few hours exploring the castle and its surroundings, even diving underwater for extended periods. He quickly confirmed the flooded ruins around the castle were indeed what remained of Marthrone after finding what remained of the city’s cathedral below the waves, but time and the poisoned waters had long destroyed anything of value. The toxic ocean was so vile he actually took some Corrosive damage while diving, and he failed to find any trace of aquatic wildlife whatsoever.

Simon couldn’t tell for certain what happened, but he could venture a guess: the Zodiac Parade had gone terribly, terribly wrong for Endymion and perhaps most of the world. Had Nodens driven all of civilization to suicide with his song as he hoped to, and left his empowered siblings to mop up what remained? 

Is there even anything beyond this castle's island? What of Operation Deepground? His father had set plans in place to ensure at least some forces of the empire remained to reestablish control after the Parade ran its course. At least one of those bunker seeds should have bloomed into a new city-state or pocket of civilization. Would any of those vaults have remained after four hundred years?

Simon had little way of confirming that besides flying across the horizon, though he could at least check another key piece of information, even if he hoped to be met with silence for once…

“Holy stone, restore that which was lost!” Simon incantated without his armor on and clothed in false holiness. “Regenerate!” 

A rain of mana showered him with its healing, confirming that there was still a demon out there willing to answer an Overlord’s plea and sending a chill down his spine.

Helel remained active somewhere beyond the ocean.  

It made sense, considering Simon alone had shown the ability to destroy a Zodiac Fiend, but the fact remained she had at least enough influence over the Light Megalith to answer in its place. Was she still improperly sealed? Or had she since escaped?

Should he investigate? Would it even matter? Simon was centuries too late to make any difference, and any useful information he had was long outdated. 

Helel might send someone here, since I prayed to her… a ship or intelligent creature might pass close enough… Simon had died too often to unforeseen events to jump straight into danger immediately. I should try to gather a little more information before settling on any course of action.

He had nothing but time on his hands.



Simon spent a week in Frightwall’s ruins, during which he made a few troubling discoveries.

The first was that the castle was indeed in the middle of a near-empty ocean. He had gone on reconnaissance flights only to find toxic water in any and all directions. If there was any land nearby, it was more than a day’s dracozombie flight away, if not more. This suggested at least a good chunk of what used to be the eastern continent had sunk beneath the waves. No ship had passed by, nor any intelligent creature of any kind. 

Second, and perhaps most worrying of all, his Demonbinding spell no longer worked. He had attempted to summon fiends to assist in the castle's repairs only for the spell to repeatedly fizzle out. It was as if Hell had become empty, its gates rattling in the wind. 

Third, the miasmic weather was the norm rather than the exception. Poisonous rain and dark clouds dominated the sky, and the rare clear days showed a dim sun or a barely visible moon shining on a violet horizon. Abraxas was nowhere to be seen, which suggested the Third Doom had yet to start. 

Fourth, Duchar was dead. Simon had half-expected the old Honorius to have endured as some form of undead to this day, yet he sensed no Devil Brand connection. This saddened him, since he had hoped the Honorius family would have somehow survived in spite of everything.

And fifth… while he managed to summon Carbuncle and Culebre’s dark eidolon forms, their normal versions did not show up at all. This either meant that their material plane’s avatars had long been destroyed… or that they had faded from public consciousness. 

There were some positives. Frightwall had healed itself as the Keeper promised, and the castle’s miasma sustained Simon in the absence of food. His immunity to the Poison and Disease ailments allowed him to drink the surrounding water at the cost of stomach aches, so he wasn’t at risk of dying of thirst anytime soon. He could theoretically spend years here in solitude if he was so inclined.

The isolation also gave him plenty of time to reverse-engineer the Nova spell with a miasmic version using the Darkness element, which he called Darkflare. Early testing showed that it created powerful explosions of miasma mighty enough to blast fortifications with shadowy blasts. It would be a powerful weapon against whatever lurked out there.  

However, it was becoming increasingly clear to Simon that he had to take a gamble and leave. Staying alone on an isolated island with only the Keeper for company was a surefire way of going mad—even if it knew how to play a surprisingly large amount of games—and there was literally nothing else to do here besides exploring Frightwall’s underground tunnels; an exploration made all the more tedious by their flooded state. Besides, Simon would rather do that with a team at his back than on his own. 

But where should he go? Where would he find lands that remained above the waters, if any? Assuming central Endymion remained in its current place, then Simon could think of a few possibilities. 

Should he move towards Valendre in the northwest, to check on the Abyssal Gate there and see if anything remained of the Church of the Light? Or go east to the Berwick Islands, in case Elios Magnos remained active and would be willing to listen to his descendant? That would be a very, very risky move, yet perhaps one worth a try should he fail to find any trace of civilization. The old lich was the one entity Simon was convinced could survive the world’s end. 

Finally, he could travel west towards Magvolia. Asterion had likely escaped his seal and received the Minotaur constellation’s blessing four centuries prior, which meant he must have gained insight into the reigns. He could enlighten Simon on both the time-loop and what happened in the last four centuries. 

And even if Magvolia was gone… even if it was gone, maybe something remained of the Goetia Research Facility or Operation Deepground’s vaults. Simon could hopefully find a lead on what happened to Lauriane and his family since. Anything that could help him ensure this horrible future didn’t come to pass. 

West it is. Simon summoned his dracozombie mount, climbed on its back, and then gave orders to the Keeper. “Keep this place clean in my absence. I’ll be back.”

Four hundred years might have passed, but Simon would be sure to remind the world its Overlord was back. 



What followed was a days-long trip.

Simon’s dracozombie knew neither fatigue nor bodily needs, but it wasn’t as fast as a full-speed airship either. They crossed hundreds of miles in hours, then over a thousand in a day and a night. 

Simon didn’t see a single island. 

This bothered him. The eastern continent had many mountains or plateaus far higher than Marthrone. Some of them should surely remain standing, yet Simon couldn’t find any. It was as if a powerful destructive force had intentionally sunk everything above sea level except for Frightwall itself.

I should have reached Navarre’s coasts by now, and yet nothing… Simon looked around to find no sign of land. Had the continents drifted apart or—

Wait.

Simon leaned over his dracozombie’s neck as he finally spotted something in the water; a dark shadow beneath the surface, vast and terrible. A shape that moved closer to his position hundreds of feet below him.  

It suddenly hit Simon that the reason why the ocean might have been devoid of life wasn’t that sealife had failed to adapt to their new poisonous environment, but that something had killed everything in the water. Something big, ravenous, and relentless. 

And it had come for Simon. 




  

    
        Chapter 208: The World of Ruins (2)

    
    
    
    
  Rather than wait to be ambushed, Simon began casting all of his buffs.

The fact that the sun was still high meant he couldn’t use Moonlight Mirage to improve his speed, but Regenerate, Shadowshield, and other cursebuffs should compensate. They spread to his dracozombie mount through their Warmonger bond, at which point Simon went into the offense. 

“Ruin!” he cast on the shadow in the water, opening hostilities with a blanket ailment bombardment. 

His spell bounced straight back at him. 

Though Ruin simply required a line of sight without a projectile medium, Simon still sensed his miasma being turned against him.


Ruin failed to overcome Mirror! Ailments negated by Indomitable Crown and Unyielding Essence!



Simon was thankfully immune to all of his own ailments, but this didn’t bode well for the fight, especially when he saw two red eyes glowing with malevolence beneath the water. A familiar weight of mental exhaustion seized him and quickly revealed his attacker’s identity. 


Lotan’s Crushing Loneliness has cut you off from all others!

Your dracozombie has lost all of its buffs!



Simon barely had time to blink in surprise at the notification before his enemy struck from beneath the water. Purple spheres of miasma shot out of the sea at his mount, forcing the latter to dodge. The projectiles expanded to swallow the clouds above before collapsing in on themselves, crushing anything inside. While Simon’s dracozombie retaliated with its putrid breath, the toxic water’s surface provided plenty of cover for their enemy. 

Lotan? Is the Cobweb somehow still active, or did it escape imprisonment? Simon had little time to wonder about those questions as he attempted to strip the underwater demon of its Mirror effect. “Invert!”

Since it didn’t bounce back, Simon assumed his Invert spell had struck true and morphed Lotan’s Mirror effect into an ailment. He followed through by casting Hellthunder into the water; while it was one of his weaker spells, it should spread through the water and thus easily hit Lotan. 

Simon’s lack of minions to drain mana from meant he could only count on his current reserves, so he had to pace himself. 

His lightning spell fell upon the ocean and spread through the waters in great crimson bolts that revealed Lotan’s shape under the surface. A shriek echoed in response to Simon’s attack, confirming it had hit true.

The sea split open at this point. 

A powerful force repulsed the waters around Lotan, creating a vast spherical perimeter of nothingness around the demon and revealing it floating above the sea floor. The fiend had grown in size since their last encounter and now rivaled Simon’s own dracozombie in bulk. The sheer miasma radiating from the crystal in its forehead was downright oppressive.

This was no summoned echo called into being by Silk’s grimoire, but the actual Zodiac Fiend, free to wreck havoc on the world with its full power.  

Simon thankfully didn’t sense the comet’s energies dwelling within the monster. Whatever enhancement Lotan had received four centuries ago from Abraxas had long faded away.

“Hate,” the crustacean horror hissed as it unfolded skeletal wings from its back and flew out of the ocean to chase after Simon. “Hate you.”

“Same,” Simon replied as he blasted the monster with Mindflayer, channeling all of his rage and loathing for the Zodiac Fiend into his spell. 

He had hoped his psychic attack would somehow bypass Lotan’s defense, yet it still repelled his spell. Lotan gathered miasma in his mandibles and fired another of those imploding spheres of his, except this one was thrice bigger and too quick to dodge. Simon had no choice but to forcefully detonate it with a well-placed blast of Hellfire. The sphere widened, its gravity calling all nearby water and poisonous air into itself, and then imploded into nothingness. 

A direct hit might be lethal, Simon cursed as his dracozombie and Lotan engaged in a race across the sky. The latter proved slower than his mount, but also relentless and impervious to damage. Simon attempted to fend it off with spells like Ectoplasmer or Chaos Wave, to no avail. Neither spell could close the distance between the two foes in spite of being non-physical attacks. 

The gulf separating Lotan from Simon simply never seemed to shrink for him. 

A Technique like Louis’ Spaceslash might bypass the demon’s defense by cutting through dimensions and ignoring distance, but Simon had no such ability to call upon. He had to find another hole in this impenetrable defense. 

Lotan gathered miasma in its mouth again, and inspiration suddenly struck Simon. 

“Dive down as soon as he fires!” Simon ordered his mount, since Crushing Loneliness had cancelled the telepathic connection between them. His dracozombie obediently flew closer to the water as soon as Lotan unleashed his newest projectile. 

Simon immediately activated Hellfire Gaze at that point, sending waves of cursed flames radiating from his eyes past the sphere and straight at Lotan. The inferno struck the Crab Zodiac Fiend in the face and caused it to hiss in pain, while its projectile was thrown off course and harmlessly hit the waters below. 

It cannot repel objects and attack at the same time, Simon realized, to his joy. Separation went both ways, so Lotan had to lower its barrier for a second before firing its projectiles. I just have to nail the timing. 

Lotan’s eyes glared at Simon, and mist began to pour out of its mouth. “Lonely Fog…” 

A patch of thick, rolling mist suddenly filled the sky, swallowing Simon and much of the area. The sea, sky, and Lotan were all obscured from sight. The sheer miasma in the fog shrouded even his Dark Visionary third eye and smothered all noise to the point Simon couldn’t hear the sea below anymore.

Where is it? Simon frantically looked around, preparing himself for the attack he knew would come soon. Where—

Two enormous pincers surged from the mist below to grab his mount’s throat and wing. 

Simon barely had time to blink before rows of sharp mandibles closed on him with hunger. He managed to catch two bare-handed, but two more closed in on the sides of his chest and dug into his armor deep enough to draw blood. 

Simon grit his teeth and powered through the terrible pain as he felt Lotan’s mandibles attempting to disembowel him. Simon’s superhuman strength now rivaled that of a cyclops, yet he still struggled to hold his own against the demon’s grip. 

“I hate you,” Lotan hissed, its malevolence as deep as the bottomless Abyss. The fiend began to tear the raging dracozombie in two by pulling from two directions with its pincers. Simon’s corrosive blood failed to harm the monster either, likely because it had grown used to dwelling inside a toxic ocean. “I hate the sick and the healthy, the living and the dead. Hate mortals and immortals. Hate what is not me. Hate you. Hate.”

The Crab demon began to gather miasma in its mouth to blast Simon at point-blank range, but the Overlord proved quicker on the draw.

“Darkbound.”

Simon underwent a sudden growth spurt that shattered his enemies’ mandibles.

The poor dracozombie below him didn’t share the effect due to Crushing Loneliness and ended up crushed underneath its master. Rather than a large monster attempting to bite a mouse, Lotan was now tussling with an equally large and much stronger opponent. Simon swiftly grabbed its skull and pushed it back, with Lotan’s newest projectile missing his head by an inch. The blast flew out of sight, drawing in fog while at it. 

Then Simon pressed his thumbs into the demon’s eyes and blinded him. 

Lotan shrieked in pain, which delighted Simon as much as the feeling of demon blood dripping down his fingers. He pushed and pressed, hoping to shatter his foe’s head like a fruit. 

“Leave me…” Lotan thrummed with power and fury. “Alone!”

A Chaos Wave of cataclysmic proportions erupted from Lotan, tearing the dracozombie to pieces and throwing Simon across the sky. He was propelled backward faster than the wind, escaping the fog and continuing his course without pause. 

Lotan became a small spot in the distance, and then nothing. 

—--

Simon was flung for countless miles across the sea in the blink of an eye. 

He tried to slow down with Darkflight, but his sheer velocity meant he ended up hitting an obstacle before he could adjust his trajectory. His vision went white with a sickening crack echoing through his head. 

On one hand, the impact hurt like hell.  

On the other hand, he finally hit land.

Ugh… Simon struggled to think as his body shrank back to normal size, sand flowing over his armor. 

Thank the Light and Dark he hit normal rocks rather than magical ones, or Unyielding Essence wouldn’t have shielded him and he would be a bloody smear on the shore right now. The impact had broken quite a few of his bones in spite of his buffs, and he could hardly move a muscle. 

“Reg… Regenerate…” Simon cast after cancelling his armor and uttering his Prayer. The magic filled his body, slowly putting his ribs back into their proper place and closing the wounds Lotan opened on his sides. “Ah…”

Simon put back his armor as soon as he recovered enough to stand up, then looked at the horizon. The poison sea stretched on in the distance as far as the eye could see. He searched it for any hint of Lotan, but he could see nothing but clouds. Simon remained tense for a while before realizing he was waiting for nothing. 

The battle had come to an abrupt conclusion. Either Lotan had lost track of him, or the fiend did not dare give pursuit. Simon had the feeling it would be a temporary respite either way.  

No matter. The next time that Crab dared to attack him, Simon would be ready to put him down for good. 

This at least told me two things, Simon thought as he looked around. I’m not alone, and the ocean is dangerous. 

He had hit a stony cliff whose clefts oversaw a black sand beach. Such places were usually littered with seashells, algae, or flotsam, yet this one was as devoid of life just like Frightwall’s shores. Simon briefly wondered if Lotan was the only thing that remained to haunt this bleak new world until he spotted something unusual far beyond the cliff.

Smoke. 

Plumes of smoke rose into the sky to the west. Possibly an active volcano, or a forest fire, or maybe even forges. Simon climbed the cliff by hand to avoid spending precious miasma after deciding to investigate. 

He found quite the apocalyptic sight.

An expansive region of sandy dunes and narrow rocky ravines stretched ahead into the horizon, with not a single patch of grass or tree to improve the view. A vast firestorm of colossal proportion dominated the horizon and filled the air with smoke. 

When priests of the Light discussed Hell, surely they imagined something like this. 

Simon nonetheless took this finding with optimism, because a firestorm usually meant forests and thus life. He must have finally reached Magvolia’s Darkwood, or at least a similar environment.   

Since he wouldn’t be able to summon his dracozombie until at least one hour had passed, Simon started the journey on foot and walked into the desert. The air was hot, and would have been unbearably so without his natural Fire resistance. The dry wind alone broke the silence. 

At first.

It didn’t take Simon long for his heightened Perception to catch on to small and familiar noises coming from the dunes around him. He stopped at a desolate spot between three of them, his body trembling with anticipation. 

“Come on out,” Simon called out to the enemies slithering around him. “I’m happy to negotiate your surrender in good faith.”

A few seconds of silence followed, at which point his enemies revealed themselves. They were a strange motley of bizarre monsters: centaur-like archers with a scorpion’s lower body and a ghoulish humanoid torsos, ten-foot tall felines, demons resembling savage humanoid lionesses with pitch black eyes, undead soldiers wielding sabers, three demonic manticores, and even a handful of stone golems with carved lion faces. The leader appeared to be an undead mummy. Clad in bandages like Chrom Cruak, the corpse wore expensive clothes and a golden mask resembling a sphinx. 

Simon was starting to notice a pattern there. 

“You would be wise to surrender, elf,” the mummy rasped, a golden glaive in his hand. “I do not know how you slipped past our lines so deep into Lord Mithras’ territory, but your journey ends here.”

“Mithras?” Simon squinted at them behind his helmet. Elves were apparently still common enough that he could be mistaken for one. Interesting. “You serve the Lion?”

“The War Lion rules these lands drenched in blood.” The mummy pointed his glaive at Simon. “If you bend the knee, you may yet join his armies as a slave and sword-fodder.”

Simon scoffed in disdain. He could taste the anxiety radiating from his ambushers. Although they outnumbered him by three dozen to one, Unquestionable Ruler instilled in them a primal awareness of where he stood on the food chain compared to them. 

“I assume this place used to be called Navarre? Then I fear you are under a misconception.” Hellfire built up in Simon’s eyes. “You are trespassing on my lands.”

Simon slaughtered them with a mere wave of his Dreadful Aura.  

His malice poured out in a flood of curses that snuffed out many lives and left a handful of soul gems in their wake. The golems and undead soldiers alone were spared, but Simon quickly vaporized the latter with his Hellfire Gaze. 

While the mummy was left speechless and terrorized by this gross display of power, the mindless golems charged at him with towering fists. Simon dodged one, grabbed its arm in midswing, and then threw the automaton at its nearest ally with much violence. He then summoned his scepter in the form of a mace and pulverized the rest with Underworld Hammer. 

The blow shattered the golems to pieces and raised flames so hot they scoured the dune’s sand to molten glass. Once he was done, Simon looked up at the mummy survivor.

The undead met his gaze for a second and clutched his glaive with his courage’s last embers…

“Now,” Simon said, raising his mace, “where were we—”

The mummy turned away and ran down the dune.

Simon remained silent a moment as he struggled with disbelief, then activated Darkflight and chased after the mummy. He quickly caught up to the foolish undead and smashed him into the ground, face first. 

“I concede that was an excellent strategy,” he warned the mummy, “but alas, I need a guide.”

The mummy attempted to fight with the energy of despair, but Simon easily shattered his glaive underfoot and followed through by enslaving his soul with the Brand of Pride. Simon had almost forgotten the rush that particular Devil Brand provided.

He had the nagging feeling he would get used to it by the time this reign came to an end.

“Answer me truthfully,” Simon said after tossing his new minion aside. “Where is this Mithras? Who is he fighting against?” 

“I will tell you noth—” The mummy let out a rattle as the brand took him over. “Lord Mithras rules an empire south of these Borderlands… he entrusts operations against the elves to his warlords…”

“The elves? Are you fighting Illusea’s armies?” Had that damn Oracle somehow survived the mess she created? 

“They’re just… the elves.” The political situation appeared lost on the undead. “Their woods must fuel the fires of Lord Mithras’ forges, so his armies may defeat the Destroyers.”

“The Destroyers?” Simon didn’t like the sound of that. “Who are they?”

“The Destroyers are the enemy!” the mummy snapped back with fanaticism. “They are archfiends who would destroy the world Lord Mithras and his fellow Dominators are destined to rule!”

Did he speak of Exodeos and Shin-Drazil? Mithras was allied with Valravn, who implied other members of the Zodiac Fiends would rather destroy the world than rule it. Simon guessed that four hundred years had been plenty of time for those differences to boil over into an open conflict. 

“A Zodiac civil war?” This explained why Demonbinding had failed: Hell was empty because all the demons were already here. “I suppose it saves me the trouble of hunting them down myself.”

Still, the knowledge that enough Zodiac Fiends were active for them to raise armies and take sides didn’t reassure him in the slightest. He was alone and without allies to confront them. 

The enemy of my enemy could be an ally… and these elves may be unrelated to Illusea. Simon interrogated the mummy a bit further and confirmed the fires on the horizon came from their burned and besieged forests. I could at least capture and interrogate one for answers. 

Unfortunately, the mummy was of little value. He was a mere sergeant—Mithras’ army was apparently structured enough to use military ranks—tasked with intercepting anyone approaching these lands and bringing them back to a fortress closer to the elven frontline for labor or interrogation. He knew nothing of the demons’ military operations or the political landscape besides fanatical loyalty to Mithras. He didn’t even know which archfiend fought on which side of the Dominator-Destroyer conflict.

However, his superior at that border fortress should be more than kind enough to answer Simon’s questions on the matter…

“Lord Deathmonger is one of the strongest archfiend warlords in Lord Mithras’ service!” the wretch boasted once Simon had finished interrogating him. “He will shred you and shit out your soul!”

“If I were you…” Simon glanced at one of the manticore corpses, and his newfound collection of miasma gemstones lying in the sand. “I would stop worrying about my soul and start fearing for yours…”

  
